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"JOHN MUIR"
MARY MUIR HAND

John Muir's penchant for drawing was shared by his younger sister Mary, whose pursuit of the various arts was encouraged by the famous conservationist. Discouraged
from developing her interests at home by an overpious father, Mary ultimately attended the University of Wisconsin to polish her skills in art, music, and botany; her
expenses were partially satisfied by contributions from John.
Although the portrait she painted of her father, Daniel, has been previously published and is now well-known, that of her celebrated brother has not. Very little is
known about the circumstances surrounding its creation. It is not known, for example, when Mary Muir Hand completed the painting. Neither is it certain if she
worked from memory, as was the case with her father's portrait, or if she was able to
persuade her brother to sit for her. Currently hanging in John Muir's "scribble den"
at his former home in Martinez, Mary Muir Hand's canvas is reproduced through the
courtesy of the National Park Service.
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El Capitan, Merced River, Clouds. Yosemite National Park, California. "The
pines spiring around me higher, higher to the star-flowered sky, are plainly full of God.
God in them. They in God . . . Oh the infinite abundance and universality of Beauty.
Beauty zs God. What shall we say of God, that we may not say of Beauty!"
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Thunderstorm, Yosemite Valley. If the wonders and beauty of the Sierra are eloquently
conveyed in the many writings ofjohn Muir, so too are these delights powerfully communicated in the visual imagery of Ansel Adams. For over fifty years this legendary American photographer has inspired the public with his black-and-white revelations of the natural environment.

THE TRANSCENDENTAL WILDERNESS
AESTHETICS OF JOHN MUIR
DANIEL B. WEBER

Wherever snow falls or water flows or birds fly, wherever day and night meet in twilight, wherever the blue heaven is hung with clouds or sown by stars, wherever are
forms with transparent boundaries, wherever are outlets into celestial space, wherever is danger, and awe, and love - there is Beauty . .. 1

This last paragraph from Emerson's essay "The Poet" seems an appropriate
starting point for an investigation of John Muir's own transcendental wilderness
theories of aesthetics, for here Emerson expresses, as Muir also was to do on
many occasions, one of the fundamental confluences that exist between the human mind and the outer forms of nature, between our spirit and its body: that is,
the transcendental "Over-Soul."
In imagery of startling similarity, Henry David Thoreau entered in his Journal
of 185 3 the following: "That which had seemed a rigid wall of vast thickness unexpectedly proves a thin and undulating drapery. The boundaries of the actual
are no more fixed and rigid than the elasticity of our imaginations." 2 Years
afterward, in 1875, Muir wrote in one of his field journals that "Nature draws no
limits -makes no absolute separations."'
1. Ralph Waldo Emerson, The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. E. W. Emerson
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1903-1904), III, 41.
2. Henry David Thoreau, The Writings of Henry David Thoreau (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1906), XI, 203.
3. Muir Journal, 9G, p. 8. Box 20.3, John Muir Papers, University of the Pacific UMP,
UOP].

Born in Kalamazoo, Michigan, Daniel Weber received his Ph.D. from the University of Minnesota in
1964. He is currently Associate Professor of American Literature and Studies at Central Michigan
University in Mt. Pleasant. In addition, he has served as the Director of the American Studies Program
there since 1972.
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Throughout the writings of all three men are scattered innumerable references to "flowing," "balance," "harmony," "connectedness," "blending," "unity," and many more related terms, concepts, and perceptions. Muir's widely
quoted statement that "when we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it
hitched to everything else in the universe" not only contributes to this pervasive
agreement but also refers back to a much older view of man and nature. 4 The ancient Buddhist doctrine, the Dharmadhatu, includes the assertion that there are
no barriers between any event or anything in the world. 5 Emerson and Thoreau
and Muir recognized this concept as the "one in the many, the many in the one,"
which became a basic mind-set in the transcendental canon of thought.
This effort to dissolve the traditional dualistic divisions of the world and how
men thought about it - flesh and spirit, reason and soul, Me/Not Me, nature
and man, heaven and hell- provides a potent clue to the deeper subleties of
transcendental philosophy and can also become an instrument for understanding
how Emerson, Thoreau, and Muir wrote and thought about nature's beauty.
The philosophical effort to extend the thrust of transcendentalism to concerns about beauty, when stripped to its barest form, implies an imitation of nature's features; more subtly and more importantly it argues for a controlling idea
which demands consciousness of the seamless quality in natural beauty. In Emerson's mind, this principle of the union of spirit and matter became the basis for
painting, architecture, sculpture, and literature. 6 In Muir's long contact with
American wilderness, the organic stance provided a methodology for science and
for wilderness aesthetics and its preservation.
The beauty of wilderness permeates the writing of John Muir. His total immersion in natural beauty is a vital key to an appreciation of his life and his
work. The theme is symphonic as he explores and studies infinite variations in
his scientific discoveries, his conservation propaganda, his nature descriptions.
His intuitive perception of beauty gives power and meaning to every utterance.
"Fresh beauty opens one's eyes wherever it is really seen," he writes. 7 Even a first
reading of his letters, journals, and books compels the opinion that his surrender
to wild beauty was so complete that he would find no redundancy in repeated
examples of the beautiful. He made no exclusionary comparisons between sublime beauty, picturesque beauty, sensuous beauty, divine beauty, nor was he especially critical or coldly analytical in his apprehensions of beauty. Unlike Emerson, whose commitment to natural beauty was as much philosophical as emotional, and for whom "beauty in nature is not ultimate," 8 and unlike Thoreau,
who went to the woods "to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of
life .. . .'',9 Muir's excursions into wilderness were essentially flights of adventure, wild, enthusiastic experiences of complete abandon. His enchantment motivated his scientific explorations of the Sierra Nevada, the petrified forests of
Arizona, the giant glaciers of Alaska, and worldwide travel.
While he often spoke of his own excursions into wilderness as flights from
civilization, his attitude toward natural beauty was really man-centered. Where
4. John Muir, My First Summer in the Sierra (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1916), 157.
5. Ken Wilber, No Boundary (Los Angeles: Center Publications, 1979).
6. Vivian C. Hopkins, Spires of Form (New York: Russell and Russell, 1965).
7. John Muir, The Mountains of California (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1916), I, 66.
8. Emerson, Works, I, 24.
9. Thoreau, Writings, II, 203.
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Robinson Jeffers saw man-in-nature as the only possible escape from a monstrous world and loved rocks because they were inanimate and without ambition,
Muir loved rocks because "The whole wilderness seems to be alive and familiar,
full of humanity. The very rocks seem talkative, sympathetic, brotherly." 10 Like
Emerson and Thoreau, but with much more enthusiasm and physical energy,
Muir felt that man must go to wild nature to learn about beauty.
Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of Muir's frenzied attachment to and
celebration of the human values in natural beauty is his apparent unwillingness
to discriminate between various forms and levels of beauty in nature. His lack of
selectivity and the unstructured response he gave to any and all types of beauty
might seem the fault of an undisciplined mind, but his emotional pitch sprang
not from fuzziness of abstraction. Rather, if came from the unique quality of a
mind which flowed in two channels simultaneously. Muir was both an objectively-detached clinician and an emotionally-involved lover. Passion and analysis
equally ruled his life in the wilderness. Muir's love of natural beauty led to his
scientific studies in botany and geology, which in turn led to a deeper, clearer,
more profound and comprehensive appreciation of natural beauty. "And so this
memorable month ends, a stream of beauty unmeasured ... a peaceful, joyful
stream of beauty," Muir wrote in his Journal June 30, 1869.
Every morning, arising from the death of sleep, the happy plants and all our fellow
animal creatures great and small, and even the rocks, seem to be shouting, "Awake,
awake, rejoice, rejoice, come love us and join in our song. Come! Come! Looking
back through the stillness and romantic enchanting beauty and peace of the camp
grove, this June seems the greatest of all the months of my life, the most truly, divinely free, boundless like eternity, immortal. Everything in it seems equally divine one smooth, pure, wild glow of Heaven's love, never to be blotted or blurred by anything past or to come. 11

Commenting objectively about these flowing lines of poetic prose seems almost
sacreligious, yet such images allow observations of Muir's scientific mysticism at
work and may help explain his emotional and intellectual evaluations of nature's
beauty. It would be superficial to fasten any such effort solely upon this short
passage, but it does represent accurately Muir's feelings and thoughts about wild
beauty.
The only feasible approach to a full understanding of wild beauty, at least for
Muir, was through a painstaking scrutiny of each and every aspect of nature - a
scrutiny which gave equal weight and meaning to all objects and phenomena and
which eschewed a rigid hierarchical bias of classification.
In Muir's wilderness aesthetics, the fusion of the subjective and the objective
dramatically transcended the traditional boundaries between three historically
alleged, mutually exclusive entities: the objective perceived; the act of perceiving; and the perceiver. Thus, it is usually very difficult to distinguish precisely
between the aesthetic properties of nature, the spiritual benefits acquired by the
attentive observer, and the artistic skills required of the painter or writer to extract or render beauty. Emerson writes in his essay ''Nature," that "nature is the
symbol of spirit." 12 Muir's passage contains a number of closely interrelated assumptions; but while there is complexity; there is also an undeniable oneness.
10.
11.

12.

Muir, My First Summer, 238.
Ibid., 67.
Emerson, Works, I, 25.
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Muir gave vent to his feelings for the beauty of wilderness not only in his writings but in the
numerous drawings which dot his many journals. This is a pencz1 sketch of a glacier meadow
strewn with moraine boulders.

At the risk of attempting to divide the indivisible, there seem to be at least
five identifiable properties of natural beauty in Muir's writings. First and foremost, Muir finds purity or perfection in wild beauty. Second is stability, or a kind
of passionate timelessness, or eternity. Third is motion, or flow, or flux. Fourth
is harmony, both between the individual components of nature and within every
object and phenomenon, including man. Fifth is divinity, both as cause and
effect.
For Muir, nature's pure beauty flowed always from its wildness. He pointedly
remarked that a domestic sheep "can hardly be called an animal; an entire flock is
required to make one foolish individual." 13 His life-long preference for wilderness
and wildness are well-known. Perhaps his sarcasm about tame sheep came from his
hatred of sheep-tending, but it is more likely that it arose from the invidious
comparison of these domesticated beasts to the "elegance" and "grace" and
"boldness" of the wild mountain sheep, which personified as well as any other
animal the purity of wild beauty. 14 The incontrovertible difference between
tamed and wild beauty is attested to constantly in his writings. And purity is always associated with wildness. Missing this knowledge and the passion of Muir,
modern Americans too often seem confused by what they assume is the waste
and disorder of nature - all those dead trees in the woods, the weeds alongside
country roads, the massed debris after a flooded stream.
13.
14.

4

Muir, My First Summer, 114.
Muir, Mountains of California, II, Ch. 14.
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But if we listen to Muir, to his rapturous descriptions of wildness, we, too,
can recognize even in phenomena that demonstrate nature's power, violence,
size, or its indifference to man the beauty that he felt resided innately in all wild
nature. Atop a Douglas fir in a fierce wind storm, dancing down a cliffside shattered by an avalanche, squeezed behind the roaring cataract of the Yosemite
Falls, or daring the awesome crevasses of Alaskan glaciers - everywhere Muir
saw pure, understandable beauty. But first there must be wildness; hence the absolute need for its preservation.
Examples of the equation of wilderness and purity are not restricted to vast,
uncontrollable objects and phenomena. Muir's tender portraits of the flowers,
birds, animals, and trees of the wilderness also reveal his insistence that these
things can make valuable contributions to man's sense of beauty. Cassiope, the
water ouzel, the brown bear, the Douglas squirrel, and the redwoods were some
of his most beloved teachers in the lessons of the purity of wild beauty. In both
extended and fragmentary references to these and other wilderness companions,
Muir points unerringly to their perfect adaptation, to their harmony of parts, to
their ease and naturalness of growth - in other words, to their unified and unifying wildness. "In . . . wildness," he insisted, "lies the hope of the world . . .. " 15
To respond with passion and enthusiasm and with clarity and precision to the
infinite variety of wild beauty, Muir must have sharpened his sensory skills by a
15 . John Muir ,john of the Mountains, ed. Linnie Marsh Wolfe (Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1938), 50.

c
.Q

u
w
Ci

·~
c

"'

::;;;

Oak tree, eight feet in diameter. Muir has included the tree's scientifk classification (Quercus
chrysolepis) below the title of his drawing.
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patient watchfulness. He readied himself to receive stimulae by a mystical effacement of all abstractions, so that the forms and movements of nature could
pass directly into his consciousness with no intervening veil of a priori preconceptions. In one "Sunnyside Observation," Muir wrote that he would rather
stand in what all the world would call an idle manner, literally gaping with all the
mouths of soul and body, demanding nothing, fearing nothing, but hoping and
enjoying enormously. "So-called sentimental, transcendental dreaming," he continued, "seems the only sensible business that one can engage in." 16 This quiet,
passive openness is a quality within the observer and is the emotional equivalent
of the stability of wild beauty.
Muir assigned this quality to all wilderness, but his writings about the sky, the
stars, and the mountains are especially telling. In a particularly vivid fragment
Muir entitled "Stability," he notes that "When we gaze into the deep starry night
it seems pervaded with motionless repose," 17 a comment that is echoed hundreds of times in his writings. The majestic sentinels of Yosemite Valley and the
surrounding mountains invariably elicited marvelous exclamations of awe and
love, and two of the abiding qualities which he frequently noted were their serenity and continuity. They had, for John Muir, the quality of home. The timeless
beauty of the mountains which he celebrated so profoundly had a solemnity of
character because it, like everything else in the wild, flowed from the natural
harmony of the forces of its creation. Harmony of cause led to harmony of effect, and only the unencumbered observer could partake in the union which
resulted.
On a trip to Kings River Yosemite in 1891 at age 53, Muir challenged us all to
experience this mountainous quietude and sense its immutable peace:
. . . climb in a kind of natural ecstasy as if lifted by the very spirit of the mountains,
which through all the toil seems ever to call, 'come up higher'; and when the glorious
summits are gained, the weariness all vanishes in a moment as the vast landscapes of
white mountains are beheld reposing in the sky, every peak with its broad flowing
folds of white, glowing in God's sunshine, serene and silent, devout, like a human
being. . . . At night in half darkness, in the morning as they catch the sun-rays on
their outstanding bastions and spurs and domes, or in full flood of noon radiance, or
in storms, or cloud-capped and swathed, they grow in bulk and beauty and grand
God-like repose. 18

Mountains do seem rarely to change, at least to our diurnal eyes, but Muir saw
this same permanence or stability, even in the most astounding places: "Universal and immovable repose characterize all the deeds of God," he wrote. "A repose as visible in the so-called ragings of storms and crash and roar of avalanches
as in the sleep of mountains in sun calm." 19
The idea of stability in natural beauty apparently contradicts Emerson who,
in his essay "Circles," contended that "there are no fixtures in nature. The universe is fluid and volatile. Permanence is but a word of degrees . . . Everything
is medial." 20 Muir humbly observed that "all things flow . . . in indivisible,
16.

17.
18.
19.
20.
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Ibid., 102-03.
Undated manuscript fragment, Box 38.6, JMP, UOP.
Muir, john of the Mountains, 329.
Ibid., 119.
Emerson, Works, I, 10.

T H E

PACIFIC

HISTORIAN

measureless currents." 21 Of course, in the cosmic sense, in God's eyes, this contradiction ceases to exist, for there are no paradoxes in perfection.
Muir found movement and flow, change, flux, and interpenetration in all
things, large and small. An undated fragment observed: "Stars only boulders falling in endless curves - Milky Way kind of cosmic detritus, curved terminal
moraine of currents we cannot trace." 22 The earth's inexorable swing through
the seasons, the response of vegetation to shadows and elevations and mobile
earth, the unvaried migrations of birds and animals, the rise and fall of rivers and
the ebb and flow of the great waterfalls, the clouds wreathing the valleys and
streaming from the highest mountain peaks, the patient ooze of the glaciers, the
seen and the unseen all participate in this universal movement:
Nature is ever at work building and pulling down, creating and destroying, keeping
everything whirling and flowing, allowing no rest but in rhythmical motion, chasing
everything in endless song out of one beautiful form into another. 23

The communion between spirit and matter as a result of motion is further noted
in an 1872 journal: "Worlds in motion are pulsed through space like the beating
of our own hearts, like the myriad globes in the blood of plants and animals
"24

Writing about the purity of wild natural beauty, Muir constantly reiterates
the thought that wild beauty is the result of internal and external harmony, an
idea that permitted him to see beauty in destruction and violence as well as in
the tenderness and gracefulness of plants, animals, and landscapes. In wild
beauty, everything fits - nothing is out of place, unneeded, wasted, or irrelevant. A unique quality which enabled him to unravel the glacial evidence of the
Sierra Nevada was a peripheral vision that seemed to grasp entire mountain
ranges in a single glance. This mystical talent to coordinate overwhelming landscapes into harmonic patterns enabled him to perceive from a pinnacle high on a
mountain ridge that "Nothing is more wonderful than to find smooth harmony
in this lofty cragged region where at first sight all seems so rough." 25 Thus did
apparent disparity and disorder coalesce into melodious beauty. In both his intense studies of glaciation and in the more serene contemplation of wild beauty,
Muir employed a unified methodology: first, the strict scientific accumulation of
an immense body of specific data; second, a detached and somewhat broader
view in which his mind, freed from "repressive and enslaving" details, "rises to a
comprehension" of the harmonious relationships of the details of wild beauty. 26
This dual vision permitted Muir to conclude that "There is no mystery but the
mystery of harmony." 27
An adequate presentation of the importance Muir attached to the harmony of
natural beauty might necessitate quoting from nearly his entire body of writings.
A few short passages from his notebooks suffice, however, to show the "tran21. Muir ,john of the Mountains, 8.
22. Undated manuscript fragment, Box 38.6, JMP, UOP.
2.3. Editors of Country Beautiful, The American Wilderness in the Words of john Muir
(Waukesha, Wi.: Country Beautiful, 1973), 58.
24. Muir ,john of the Mountains, 171.
25. Ibid., p. 94.
26. John Muir, Studies in the Sierra (San Francisco: The Sierra Club, 1950), 21.
27. Muir,]ohn of the Mountains, 107.
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scendentalleap" of his mind and eye: "The horizon is bounded and adorned by a
spiry wall of pines . . . ," he wrote, "every tree harmoniously related to every
other; definite symbols, divine heiroglyphics written with sunbeams. Would I
could understand them." 28
Nor was this harmony limited to non-human nature. Like Emerson, Muir often alludes to the feeling of being absorbed by the harmony of wild beauty so
that his consciousness of having a separate existence disappears: "I am more and
more dissolved in this Godful wilderness," he once wrote, another time noting
that "One is truly melted into these landscapes," and yet again observing that "I
was dissolved and fluent in the general harmony, all eye, already become immortal . . . . No longer on the world but in it." 29
The fundamental quality of John Muir's pre-occupation with wild beauty and
its attendent values for civilized man was conceptually religious. The faith in a
divine origin and a divine purpose in nature's beauty infused even his musing on
glaciation: "But on the whole," he wrote,
by what at first seemed pure confusion and ruin, the big landscapes were enriched;
for gradually every talus, however big the boulders composing it, was covered with
groves and gardens, and made a finely proportioned and ornamental base for the
sheer cliffs. In this beauty work, every boulder is prepared and measured and put in
its place more thoughtfully than are the stones of temples. 30

The best evidence of Muir's abiding faith in the divine nature of wild beauty
can be found, of course, in his voluminous writings, of which only one or two
examples need be cited.
The pines spiring around me higher, higher to the star-flowered sky, are plainly full
of God. God in them. They in God . . . . Oh the infinite abundance and universality of Beauty. Beauty is God. What shall we say of God, that we may not say of
BeautyP 1

The intensity of Muir's emotional apprehension of divine beauty in nature
varied greatly, but at least three levels of response can be labeled, quite simply,
as serenity, enthusiasm, and surrender. Unfortunately for the reader looking for
consistency in Muir's religious convictions about natural beauty, he seemed to
hold all three views simultaneously, or in any case they often appeared in such
rapid succession that they tend to become indistinguishable. His prayer to Sequoia gigantea, originally offered in a letter to Mrs. Carr, ranges from the rather
orthodox Christian position that nature's beauty is divine because it is divinely
created, through the more transcendental belief that God is manifest in natural
beauty, to the radical position of nature worship at the near-pagan level of
totemism. The opening lines of the long document attest to Muir's sense of be- .
ing in a virtual sacrarium:
Do behold the King in his Glory, King Sequoia! Behold! Behold! seems all I can say.
Some time ago I left all for Sequoia and have been and am at his feet, fasting and
praying for light, for is he not the greatest light in the woods, in the world? Where
are such columns of sunshine, tangible, accessible, terrestrialized? Well may I fast,
28. Muir, My First Summer, 21.
29. MuirJournal, 9C, 55-56 and9D, 121, Box 19,JMP, UOP.
30. John Muir, Our National Parks (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1901), 289.
31. Linnie Marsh Wolfe, Son of the Wilderness: The Life ofJohn Muir (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1945), 267.
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not from bread, but from business, bookmaking, duty-going, and other trifles, and
great is my reward already for the manly, treely sacrifice. 32

Muir's commitment to the divine aspects of wild beauty generally assumed a
divine power within objects of nature. Occasionally he alluded to powers outside
of nature, but more often he made little effort to separate spirituality from materiality. "Divine beauty and power and goodness shining forth in every feature
of the great ice day," 33 he commented in an Alaska journal. The trinity of beauty,
power, and goodness certainly characterized Muir's faith.
Several passages in Muir's field notebooks not merely infer but state outrightly the human values imbedded within wild beauty. The active participation of
the human mind, the human imagination, and the human will is a necessary
component in this universal beauty, but wild beauty is not created for mankind.
Never does Muir contend that wild beauty needs our language, our abstractions,
or our organization. He does insist, however, that the universe is one and that
mankind belongs naturally in its singularity; further, as wild beauty gives us joy
and truth and peace and immortality, we are completed by it, rather than, as neoclassicists contended, that we complete wilderness when arriving on the scene
and "taming" it. "When a human being is exposed to the beams of beauty which
radiate from a mountain," Muir once wrote, "he is tinged with pleasure, he requires no training to enjoy a beauty that is also in himself . . . . " This same attitude
echoes loudly in a longer reflection Muir penned in a field journal:
Wonderful how completely everything in wild nature fits into us, as if truly part and
parent of us. The sun shines not on but in us. The rivers flow not past, but through
us, thrilling, tingling, vibrating every fiber and cell of the substance of our bodies,
making them glide and sing. The trees wave and the flowers bloom in our bodies as
well as our souls, and every bird song, wind song, and tremendous storm song of the
rocks in the heart of the mountains is our song, our very own, and sings our love.
The song of God, sounding on forever. So pure and sure and universal is the harmony . . . as soon as we are absorbed in the harmony, plain mountain, calm, storm,
lilies and sequoias, forests and meads are only different strands of many-colored
Light- are on the SunbeamP 5

And so John Muir invites us to discover not just the pleasures and inspirations
of wild beauty; in actuality he is asking us to discover ourselves, for as he said:
"We are all campers, camping in our bodies which in reality, are only tents, and
what but an outer tent is the sky bent over us? 36
32.

William F. Bade, The Life and Letters ofjohn Muir (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1923),

33.
34.
35.
36.

Muir ,john of the Mountains, 318.
Muir Journal, 7, p. 129, Box 19, )MP, UOP.
Editors of Country Beautiful, American Wilderness, 163.
Undated note, Box 29.12, JMP, UOP.

I, 270.
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The private notion ofapublic man. This self-portrait was enclosed byjohn Muir in an 1887 tetter
to a friend, some eleven years after he had entered the public arena in behalfof conservation with
his famous letter to the Sacramento Union (facing page).

10

T H E

P A CIFIC

HISTORI A N

"GOD'3 FIRST TEMPLES."
HOW SHALL \VE

PR~~KRf~

OUU fORESTS 1
.9

The Quesllon fou sldered by Jobn .Hulr, tbe fall- I
lorn Ia 6eole&:l8t- fbe fleW8 of a Prartlr!ll ~
Man and a ~tlfDtltlc Obsrrvtr- -.\ ProfoundlY §"'"'
:§

lnterestlnac Artttle.

~
·c:
g
iii

()

[ COMMUSJC.ATED TO THE REOORD·U.SIO!'f.]

JOHN MUIR:
From Poetry To Politics, 1871-1876
ROBERT ENGBERG

John Muir affected the quality of life in this country more profoundly than have
all but a few Americans. Mountaineer, writer, scientist, athletic-philosopher, and
framer of the conservationist ethic, he gave this country reason to cherish and
protect its landscape at a time when, in Muir's own words, "Materialism ruled
supreme." How he came first to define and later to lead the American conservation movement is the one major theme of his life after his Yosemite years. It has
long been recognized that he did not become politically active until at least
1876, with the publication of his famed letter to the Sacramento Union. Why Muir
delayed acting on his conservationist ethic, the beginnings of which are clearly
evident in journals written before and during his years in Yosemite, has never
been explained; this paper suggests the directions in Muir's inner and outer life
which led him to abandon the solitary-poetic life and enter, however hesitantly
at first, the political affairs of society.
Muir's life story is well-known, having been told and retold many times, first
by Bade and Wolfe, later by Smith and Sargent, and most recently by this writer's (with Donald Wesling)]ohn Muir, To Yosemite and Beyond. Muir himself told us
that he left the University of Wisconsin intent on escaping the "bondage days"
of his farm life and the conventional studies at Madison for the natural lessons of
the University of the Wilderness. Thus his travels took him in 1868 to California
Born and raised in San Diego, Robert Engberg now teaches in La jolla where he specializes in the education ofgifted chzldren. An avid backpacker and member of the Sierra Club, he has contributed articles
to several publications focusing on the outdoors. He co-edited (along with Donald Wesling) John Muir,
To Yosemite and Beyond, which was published by the University of Wisconsin Press in 1980.
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and the Yosemite Valley, where a year later he "settles down" (Muir' s term) for
study and reflection.
It was in Yosemite that Muir crystalized his wilderness experience and determined he might make the value of wildness clear to others. "The clearest way
into the Universe," he wrote sometime during these years, "is through a forest
wilderness." While Muir did not define in books all he came to know during
these months spent in and around Yosemite Valley - perhaps thinking them
too profound ever to be captured by mere prose - his own term "Mountaineity"
suggests that, in Muir's view, the best lessons are at their base spiritual and have
the force of religion. Recounting his experience on Mt. Ritter's cliffs, for example, Muir wrote to friends late in 1872: "Mountaineity and Christianity are
streams from the same fountain." 1 Clearly Muir came to believe that wilderness,
like Thoreau's wildness (Muir often interchanged the two words), offered the best
hope for the preservation of self and world.
Given Muir's own faith in the powers of the wilderness to heal and to sustain,
it seems extraordinary that he should have delayed speaking for conservation.
One cannot wonder why Muir did not voice outrage at some of the absurd
schemes being proposed, for example, to alter Yosemite Valley into a sort of
tourist playground. For years Muir was even silent concerning the destruction
caused by "hoofed locusts."
1. Muir to J. B. McGhesney, January 10, 1872, in William F. Bade, The Life and Letters of
john Muir, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1924), I, 378.

After the establishment of Yosemite National Park in 1890, the pasturing of sheep was elimt~
nated within its boundaries. As a result, the grasses and wildflowers recovered their previous
luxuriance rapidly.
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One explanation must lie in Muir's own idea about the role he should play in
young manhood. Time and again he writes to friends and family, self-conciously
explaining his seemingly aimless existence in Yosemite, while at the same time
openly refusing to give up any of his newly won freedom. Mrs. Carr, for one, responded with a plea that he leave his solitary wanderings: "But you must be socia~"
she warned, "John you must make friends among the materialists, lest your highest
pleasures taken selfishly become impure." 2
Muir refused. He needed these months in Yosemite to answer that question
from which no young person chances to escape: "Who am I?" Only months of
solitary wanderings appeared helpful to Muir as he struggled with the answer. In
the meantime he must be alone: "I live alone," he told a close friend in 1872, "or
rather, with the rocks and flowers and snows and blessed mountain li'ght, and love
nothing less pure." Intuitively understanding that no one else could solve the
riddle which was then uppermost in his mind, he avoided men, whom he characterized as "like sticks of condensed filth ... I am not in contact with them." 3 He
was to soften this harsh view of his fellow man in later years, but during these
early and critical years spent in Yosemite, Muir had little time for either men or
their affairs.
Muir left one public record of his state of mind during this time in a letter to
the New York Tribune. He had written one previous article for the paper ("Yosemite Creek Glaciers," December 5, 1871), but in this second letter he first discusses his view on conservation. Criticizing the State of California for neglecting
the Yosemite Valley's welfare, he called for the legislature to construct a road in
the Valley and so make it more accessible. Then, in a more philosophic mood,
Muir concluded that, perhaps after all, it made little difference whether legislators interfered with the Valley or not. "The s,olons of our State Capitol," Muir
wrote,
have disbanded- disintegrated from the awful majesty of Senate and House to common means, who have betaken themselves to their taverns and ranchos without giving us one Yosemite law, save a paltry $1,000 appropriation for the salary ofGuardia:t;J.. A great deal of chatter took place at different times during the Session, about
smooth mountain highways and solid appropriations for the settlement of' claims,'
but the several bills, after being tossed from House to Senate, from Senate to House,
were nibbled to death, and we are left to Providence for another year, roadless and
money less, with only a thousand dollar drop of legislation for the burning thirst of
our rights and wrongs. There be some who would shed the salt tear for the unmitigated soreness of our Sierra Eden woes, not for the distracting uncertainties of private claimants, which are deplorable enough, but for our rugged unapproachableness and improvement discouragements. To such mourners these earthquake storms
[of March, 1872] may seem sympathetic- Yosemite sighing through all her works,
giving signs of woe that all is lost. But the billed laws of Sacramento, and paper compulsions and prohibitions of our managing Comissioners, do us little harm or good.
Human sparrows of improvement will not ruffle El Capitan, and he needs no legal
props; he can stand alone. The Falls will manage their harmonies well enough, and
the birds will sing, and meadows grow green notwithstanding any quantity of the
hush or buzz of Sacramento flies. Xerxes made laws for the sea; we make laws for the

2. Mrs. Ezra S. Carr to Muir, March 28, 1869, Box 1, "Correspondence: 1859-1869.
Letters Received," John Muir Papers, University of the Pacific UMP, UOP]. The italics are Mrs.
Carr's.
3. Muir to Emily Pelton, April1, 1872, in Bade, Life and Letters, I, 325.

T H E

PACIFIC

HISTORIAN

13

William F. Bade wrote the first biographies
of Muir. He also edited The Sierra Club
Bulletin/or eleven years.

mountains- make 'Commissioners to manage Yosemite Valley.' As well make commissioners for the management of the moon .... 4

Muir was interested at this time in the glacial evolution of Yosemite and so his
time reference was geological, spanning eons. It is natural then that the contemporary actions of politicians seemed pitifully transient. Perhaps also he thought
that Nature's plentitude was simply too great to be upset by man. His attitude is
an environmental laissez faire, grounded in the belief that if he prospered best if
left alone, then so too must wilderness thrive best if left unregulated.
He did not, of course, sustain this idea. Within a few months of writing this
Tribune letter, Muir entered into his notebook: "It is almost impossible to conceive of a devastation more universal than is produced among the plants of the
Sierra by sheep. It demands legislative interference." 5 Characteristically, however, this notion was confided in a private journal. Certainly Muir was aware of
the other endangering schemes concocted by enterprising businessmen to make
profit from the mountains. If Muir could support some, as no doubt he did the
proposed wagon road from Merced to Yosemite, 6 other plans disgusted him.
One such plan would have redirected a wayward cascade near the top of the
Nevada Falls, to make it rejoin the main Merced current; this "Fixing the Falls"
would thus create an ever greater tourist attraction. Publicly Muir remained silent concerning these "improvements" until late in 1874, when his article for the
Overland Monthly warned readers they must be willing to go up into the higher
reaches of Yosemite to find unspoiled wilderness. The Valley, he cautioned, had
"suffered too many 'improvements.' " 7
4. John Muir, "Yosemite in Spring," Daily Tribune (New York), July 11, 1872, 2.
5. John Muir ,John of the Mountains: The Unpublished journals ofjohn Muir, ed. Linnie Marsh
Wolfe (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1938), 173-74.
6. Sacramento Record-Union, January 26, 1872, 2.
7. From the opening paragraph of Muir, "By-Ways of Yosemite Travel: Bloody Canon," The Overland Monthly, 13 (September 1874), 267. Among the "improvements" proposed in-
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Thus Muir began to assume a public stance on conservation. Although the
word "conservation" does not once appear in the journals of these years, nonetheless we find hints of his emerging conservationist ethic in other writings. Privately he began thinking he might take a more public role. During his 1873 trip
to the southern Sierra, writing sometime in August, he lamented "How little
note is taken of the deeds of Nature! What paper publishes her reports?" 8
Muir answered this self-posed question the following year, when he left Yosemite Valley to travel up and down California and later to the ice-fields of Alaska.
Articles describing these adventures written for The San Francisco Bulletin recorded Muir's thoughts and travels from the moment he left Yosemite Valley
(September 1874) to become a public figure. Among the first was "Shasta Bees"
Ganuary 5, 1875) in which Muir invites his readers to visit the sunny fields of Mt.
Shasta. "Come a-beeing," he tells them, and watch the wild bees which h~ve
been "let alone to follow their own sweet ways." Clearly opting for his new role as
spokeman for the mountains, Muir wrote that "I for one clear my skirts from the
responsibility of silence by shouting a cordial come. Come a-beeing; huckleberry
bogs in full bloom are glorious sights, and they bloom twice a year." 9 Though
not yet publicly sounding a call for the preservation of endangered landscape,
Muir nonetheless assumed a new place in society. No longer the silent, solitary
hermit ("Mr. Muir the Poet," Jeanne Carr called him,) he was quickly becoming a
eluded those of Charles Nordhoff, a visitor from the East, who thought the state shouid appropriate a "sufficient sum of money to make the Valley as lovely artificially as it already is naturally." Finding Yosemite too wild, Nordhoff concluded it needed "a little judicious and skillful
combing down of the wildness, with plantings of indigenous shrubs and flowers. Someday this
will be done . . . . " Charles Nordhoff, California: for Health, Pleasure and Residence (New York:
Harper & Brothers, 1872), 77.
8. Muir ,John of the Mountains, 220.
9. Muir, "Shasta Bees. A Honeyful Region- The Bee Lands- A Summer Paradise,"
Daily Evening Bulletin (San Francisco), January 5, 1875, 2.

Economist Henry George's revelations of the
public misery and environmental devastation
resulting from the unchecked exploitation of
resources by monopolies helped spur Muir on
to take a more active stand on the issues.

e
"c:

m
"'

T H E

PACIFIC

HISTORIAN

15

well-known nature writer, utilizing a form of discourse - which we might call
"wilderness journalism" - which was both original and pragmatic.
And so Mrs. Carr at last got her wish. Muir did become friends with the materialists. Some of the best known literary and academic personalities of the Bay
Area came to know Muir. He visited the Carrs often during these years, and
through them Muir was introduced to a group of intellectual activists. Dr. Carr
may well have served as one example of an academician willing tci enter the political arena. (Muir knew, no doubt, that Carr had lost his position at the University of Wisconsin precisely because he had vigorously demanded curriculum reform.) Mrs. Carr, too, was active in California politics, particularly in feminism
and the early Grange movement. John Swett, friend of the Carrs, was active in
the State Department of Education, and through him Muir met one of the most
radical reformers of the time, Henry George. This latter acquaintance may well
have been crucial in bringing Muir to a new awareness of social reform movements and commitment. No correspondance is known to exist between George
and Muir, and what exactly George may have contributed to Muir's understanding of land monopoly and social responsibility is unclear; yet, it seems certain

A number of giant Sequoia trees suffered the
abuse of having their bark strzpped off This
particular tree still stands today, minus its
skin, in Calaveras Big Trees Park, California.
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The Smithsonian in Washington was only
one institution offering a display of bark
which had been removed from a California
tree.

that Muir adopted some of George's views. (Wolfe states Muir used language in
later writings which was originally George's.) What does present itself as certain
is the fact Muir was surrounded during his frequent visits to San Francisco and
Oakland with men and women committed to social change.
When Muir returned to the woods in 1875, this time for a second trip to the
Sequoia forests of the middle and southern Sierra, he no doubt was thinking of
the ideas he had discussed with George and with the Carrs and their friends. Seeing vast regions of once thick forest belt completely eradicated either by fires set
by sheepmen or by the clear-cut timber practices of lumber companies, Muir
alerted his readers to the dangers these posed the mountains. As one symbolic
example Muir told the Bulletin he had witnessed workmen cutting away the bark
of a giant Sequoia- this bark to be rebuilt later in Philadelphia, barrel-fashion,
for the country's Centennial. 10 If Muir had on'ce believed El Capitan could stand
10.
"A true and living knowledge of these tree gods is not to be had at so cheap a
rate," Muir angrily reported. "As well try to send a section of the storms on which they feed."
John Muir, "Summering in the Sierra," Daily Evening Bulletin (San Francisco), August 13, 1875,
1.
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alone (as he had written 1872), he knew no such notions could protect the giant
Sequoias against the axe.
Muir had long held the Big Trees in special station. During his first trip to
Yosemite years before, he had twice detoured to visit the Merced and Mariposa
groves. Later he re-visited these trees, on one memorable occasion accompanying Ralph Waldo Emerson to the Mariposa Grove. Muir had often retreated to
the Sequoias when needing rest and quiet space, or when escaping (Wolfe and
Bade suggest) the advances of Mrs. Yelverton. His unique relationship with the
Sequoia is best expressed in the letter he wrote to Carr in 1870: "Behold! Behold! seems all I can say. The King and I have sworn eternal love - sworn it
without swearing, and I've taken the sacrament with Douglas squirrel, drunk Sequoia wine, Sequoia blood, and with its rosy drops I am writing this woody gospel letter." 11
Muir was unable to tolerate the destruction of Sequoia gigantea and could not
refrain from active involvement in their preservation. He knew that land monopoly permitted owners to cut as much of the forest as they wished. There were
no restrictions, nor were companies then interested in re-foresting areas clear
-cut. Muir was further concerned with the manner in which areas of the Sierra
were being claimed for private use. Addressing Bulletin readers at summer's end,
1875, Muir warned that the beauty of the Kings River Canyon, which rivaled that
of the more famous Merced River in the north, was fast disappearing. A sense of
urgency and alarm characterized Muir's words:
Those who can should visit the [Kings River] Valley at once, while it remains in primeval order. Some twenty-five years ago the Tuolumne Yosemite was made into a
hog pasture, and later into a sheep pasture. The Merced Yosemite has all its wild
gardens trampled by cows and horses, and we notice upon a pine tree in the King's
River Valley the following inscription: 'We the undersigned claim this valley for the
purpose of raising stock, etc.
Mr. Thomas
Mr. Richards
Mr. Harvey & Co.'
By which it appears that all of the destructive beauty of this remote Yosemite is
doomed to perish like that of its neighbors, and our tame law-loving citizens plant
and water their garden daisies without concern, wholly unconcious ofloss." 12

The impending loss of landscape was for Muir more important than the simple fact that s9me thousand acres of wilderness might be civilized and tamed out
of exist:ence. Muir's concern here as elsewhere seems to go beyond a cosmetic
concern for preserving a few pretty canyons. If wilderness was indeed, as Muir
believed, a place for spiritual renewal, a place to "play in and pray in," then any
battle to preserve it took on the tone of a Crusade. Arriving back in Oakland in
the fall of 1875, Muir considered the time ripe for a public statement in favor of
conservation.
He headed his first and most famous letter to the Sacramento Union, printed
February 5, 1876, "God's First Temples: How Shall We Preserve Them?" Here
was Muir's earliest extended effort to influence public policy: " ... waste and

11. Muir to Mrs. Carr, "Nut-Time" [1870?], in Bade, Life and Letters, I, 270-73.
12. Daily Evening Bulletin (San Francisco), September 2, 1875, 1 excerpted in Frederick
R. Gunsky, ed., Selected Writings ofjohn Muir South of Yosemite (Garden City, N.Y.: The Natural
History Press, 1968), 74-75.
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pure destruction are already taking place at a terrible rate," he warned, "and
unless protective measures be speedily invented and enforced, in a few years this
noblest tree species in the world will present only a few hacked and scarred remnants." The solutions Muir proposed were clearly political. "If law makers were
to discover and enforce any method tending to lessen even in a small degree the
destruction going on," he suggested, "they would thus cover a multitude of leg_islative sins in the eyes of every tree lover." 13
However tentative it may appear now, and however ineffectual it may have
been (there is no record that legislators followed Muir's advice that they "discover and enforce" methods of forest preservation), Muir's letter demonstrated
he had at long last voluntarily entered political life. While his major public accomplishments did not become permanent until the 1890s, with the founding of
the Sierra Club and the battle to save Retch Hetchy, the letter to the Union
marks the first step as Muir moved by degrees from his position as private citizen, suggesting policy to his legislators, to his later role as policy-maker. Muir
was to become a national figure, a spokesman for the silent earth, a legend even,
but these new roles he could assume only after abandoning his romantic existence as ecstatic student of the wilderness. Muir in his later years often thought
of his younger days in Yosemite. A self-portrait he drew in the 1880s hints at this
self-perception of a wild-man reluctantly turned farmer and writer. But if Muir
longed for the simplicity and freedom of his early manhood, he also recognized
that one definition of "Mountaineers"- and we must take Muir's own self-definition as being the only one to which he would subscribe - must include the
willingness to protect what one loves. Muir's solitary wanderings of his Yosemite
years were over; the years of public debate and political leadership, of book
making, and conservation battles won and lost, were beginning.
13.

Daily Union (Sacramento), February 5, 1876, 8.
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Half Dome from Glacier Point, Thunderstorm, Yosemite National Park.
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STORMY SERMONS
MICHAEL COHEN

Sometime in the fall of 1870, Jeanne Carr, close friend and confidante of John
Muir, received an amazing letter. Since it was headed "Squirrelville, Sequoia Co.
Nut Tim~" and bore no signature, it might have suggested some mysterious origin. But the voice! It was the eternal voice of vision and indicated that John Muir
had entered the timeless season in the soul that one might call Harvest.
He was ecstatic; ''I'm in the woods, woods, woods, and they are in me-ee-ee,"
he sang. He had been saved, healed, and made whole by taking the sacrament of
Sequoia with Douglas squirrel. Drunk with Sequoia wine, he considered eating
the sacred meat of squirrel, grouse, wild sheep, and bear. By partaking of these
wild medicines, he hoped to grow wilder, finally "descending from this divine
wilderness like a John the Baptist," a voice from the wilderness imploring all civilized people to "Repent, for the Kingdom of Sequoia is at hand!"
He had learned from "Squirrel Douglas, the master-spirit of the tree-top,"
that it was possible to live . -truly in Nature, and had observed that the electric
energy of the squirrel came from constantly rubbing against the tree in his own
true home. Muir was imbued with bog juices and heather, and so he felt at home
in "endless glacier meadows, seemingly the deeper and danker the better." No
wonder he was loath to descend from the mountain: "You say, 'When are you
coming down?' Ask the Lord- Lord Sequoia." 1
1. William F. Bade, The Life and Letters ofjohn Muz"r (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1924), I,
270-73. Corrected with ms, #9189 , John Muir Papers, Yosemite National Park Archives.
Michael Cohen recez"ved his Ph.D. in English from the University of Californz"a at Irvine in 1973. The
author of several artzdes focusing on the environmental theme, he was awarded a research fellowship by
the Natz"onal Endowment for the Humanities for 1980-81. Asz"de from hz"s responsibilities as Associate
Professor of English at Southern Utah State College, Cohen enjoys mountaz"neerz"ng. In addition to ascents z"n the Sz"erra, Tetons, and Canadian Rockies, he has joz"ned expeditions to Mt. McKinley and
Afghamstan.
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jeanne Carr was the wife of Dr. Ezra Slocum Carr, at one time Muir's professor in
geology and chemistry at the University of
Wisconsin and later California State Superintendent of Public Instruction. Mrs. Carr
displayed an unwavering faith in Muir
throughout a long friendship, much of it
shared through voluminous correspondence.
In addition to her constant encouragement,
Mrs. Carr also brought Muir into contact
wtfh individuals who helped promote his
views.
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Here was a wild and true voice which revealed the most radical - that is to
say the most essential and deeply rooted - Muir, pantheistic, ecstatic, and possessed by the cosmic vision. It was the Muir that America needed to hear. Indeed,
his letter was written to civilization, not simply to Jeanne Carr. "Behold," said
Christ in The Revelation of Saint John the Divine, "I come quickly." "Behold!
Behold! seems all I can say," insisted Muir. John of the mountains might become
a baptist, but not yet. Muir's allusion to his kinship with the other Johns reflected an ambivalence about his own role in a cosmic drama. Would he, like
John the Baptist, "descendfrom this divine wilderness" and preach the gospel;
or would he, like the John of Revelations, write from exile? For the time, in
1870, he wished to remain in exile and send down his letters, which he did with
the inestimable help of Jeanne Carr. I call them Stqrmy Sermons because they
embody the true gospel which Muir articulated in the early seventies, while he
lived in the mountains.
This essay concentrates not on his scientific but on his expressive language,
the language of his poetry and religion. He spoke two languages because he was
advised, by Jeanne Carr and others, that he would have to divide his sensibility if
he wanted to publish his views. And so he attempted to visualize two different
audiences when he wrote, pretending that the reader of a magazine like Overland
Monthly was two different persons. This strategy might have been disastrous to
his final goal - the full and whole appreciation of Man's need for Nature since the distinction between science and spirit would lead to a view of nature
divided into material and spiritual aspects. This he wished to avoid.
He had arrived at his wholeness by essentially mystical means and felt himself
to be a part of a larger cosmic order when he was in the woods, in the mountains.
But down in the lowlands men might fail to understand the essential unity of his
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linked paradoxes. "Destruction is creation," he would intone in the Studies. 2 Concours discordia rerum: the triumph of cosmos over chaos would always be his principal theme. He had heard cosmic music, but by the time it reached the cities,
the symphony sounded chaotic. To use a historical parallel, Plato was hard pressed in the Symposium to explain Heraclitus' theory of Music; he found it difficult
to justify rationally a statement like, "The One is united by disunion, like the
harmony of the bow and lyre." This kind of paradox might be understood by
reasoning that "everything happens by strife" is the basis of universal union- as
with the bow and the lyre, so with the cosmos - it is the tension of opposing
forces which makes the structure one. Muir's rock and glacier were like the lyre
and the bow, and on a more fundamental level, the sun, like the fire of Heraclitus, was a permanent motive force for all change. 3 In the woods too, the Sequoia
symbolized permanence which attested to the flow, being the one greatest living
monument to the sun. This kind of paradoxical thinking was likely to sound a bit
intricate and mysterious to Americans who were not enthusiastic Transcendentalists.
Muir's vision, gathered in earthquakes, floods, windstorms, and blizzards,
sounded apocalyptic because it discovered the divine harmony within the strife
and justified the good which came out of seemingly evil chaos. Society, however,
takes a dim view of storms when they occur here and now. An earthquake in the
Bible is one thing, but few hear cosmic music when Mount Saint Helens erupts.
So Muir found it necessary to argue in terms which Christian people might understand. His text was Nature, but he could use a Biblical text if it would
strengthen his argument. Just as his father used I Corinthians as an authority for
condemning his son's activities in the wilderness, so it was also the text to which
many of the biblical allusions in Muir's journal can be traced. It is characteristic
that he would turn the gospel marshaled against Nature towards an affirmation
of her own supremacy.
When sent a narrative of his son's adventure on the volcanic summit of
Mount Shasta, Muir's father wrote bitterly; "I wished I had not seen it, because it
harried up my feelings so with another of your hair-breadth escapes." 4 Daniel
Muir always had misgivings about his son and importuned early and late that one
should do God's work, be like Paul, and desire to know nothing "save Jesus
Christ, and him crucified." 5 Indeed Paul argues in I Corinthians that Man must
redeem himself through the Spirit of God, the mind of God, to be known
through the mind of Christ. In these latter days one must accept the New Testament, said Muir's father, taking Paul's argument as his model, and asking his son
to abjure the world. When the son absorbed and turned the Paulist argument
against his father, he simply substituted the Spirit of Christ in the Biblical text.
References to I Corinthians 2.9 - "But as it is written, Eye hath not seen, nor
ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath
prepared for them that love Him" - abound in the early Yosemite journals, and
2. John Muir,]ohn Muir's Studies in the Sierra, ed. William E. Colby (San Francisco: Sierra
Club, 1960), 100.
· 3. Phillip Wheelwright, Heraclitus (New York: Atheneum, 1964), 14. Also Chapter VII,
"The Hidden Harmony."
4 . Bade, Life and Letters, I, 20.
5. John Muir, The Story of My Boyhood and Youth (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,
1965), 203.
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the mystery to which this passage refers is, in Muir's vision, the testimony which
comes from the wilderness. 6 Thus his testament was both old and new; though
Man might not know the mind of the Lord, yet he could know the mind of the
Redeemer through Natural History.
Just as Paul spoke of "the wisdom of God in a mystery, even the hidden wisdom, which God ordained before the world under our glory," so Muir appealed
to the hidden wisdom being uncovered every day in the flow of Nature. Spirit
was but thinly veiled in the mountains. (Heraclitus said, "nature loves to hide.")
Like Paul's, Muir's wisdom was unrecognized by the princes of the world, for if
they had recognized it, they would not have crucified the Lord of Glory, which is
to say they would not destroy Glorious Nature instead of living in Her. So the
pattern of Paul's thought often informed the structure of Muir's arguments,
even while the source of spiritual light was replaced by a living text and testimony. To Muir's "glacial eye" the mystery of Nature became a living truth and
could be known by those who were willing to repeat the mystical experience of
living in the wilderness, as a Christian would live in Christ. Here was his radical
reason for writing, even for popular magazines. He was a fundamentalist of the
wilderness, was radical in the root sense of the word, by going to the foundation
or source of things, a botanist who insisted that all things must grow from sturdy
roots, if they were to survive. The roots of the mystery, that is to say the roots of
the radically enigmatic, were in his mystic experience.
When describing expressive language, Phillip Wheelwright shows that these
two ideas, the mystical, and mystery, are "deeply interrelated, but analytically distinguishable."7 Muir knew that mystical experience- the risky business out in
the mountains - was a path to the mystery, while his father preferred the safer
and more secure recourse to The Book. Realizing the problems he would face in
explicating his radical vision, Muir knew that he would have to do two things
well; he would have to recommend his transcendental experience and then validate it by the mountains. He knew it was not enough for men to go to the wilderness; they had to see truly and live by the laws which Nature exhibited there.
If men would live by Nature's gospel, they would have to be rooted in Her.
Yet Muir had little faith that anyone would want to hear his gospel. Even
Emerson, for whom he had great expectations, was a terrible disappointment.
When the great Transcendentalist visited Yosemite in May of 1871, Muir failed
to spirit him away from his eastern entourage. Emerson's friends, to judge by
their recollections, thought that Muir was an amusing figure, perhaps slightly
laughable. They thought it was absurd that The Sage would want to go camping
with a young enthusiast. If Muir hoped that Yosemite would be enough to transform this sophisticated group, he was shocked to discover how little Nature affected them. "I felt lonely, so sure had I been that Emerson of all men would be
the quickest to see the mountains and sing them," he said later. 8
Worse, Emerson suggested that Muir come to New England where he could
6. John Muir ,john ofthe Mountains, ed. Linnie Marsh Wolfe. (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1979), 89.
·
7. Phillip Wheelwright, The Burning Fountain: A Study in Language and Symbolism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1954), 73-74.
8. James Bradley Thayer, A Western journey with Mr. Emerson (Boston: Little Brown,
1884), 98. John Muir, Our National Parks (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1917), 148-49.
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meet "better people," thus allying himself with other influential people who
seemed intent on encouraging Muir to pursue writing by leaving the mountains
for civilization. 9 Their message was obvious enough; they wanted to enforce a
civilizing influence on Muir, one that they suspected was badly needed. No wonder he was hesitant to begin a career as a writer. He did not seek a ticket out, an
escape from the life he found so satisfying. He did not want to change himself.
Rather he wished to entice others to come to his world.
The knot of his problem is right here. Could he learn to write for popular
magazines like Harper's or Overland without unrooting himself? What we now
know- that working in and through a medium, with its own conventions, has a
way of shaping the mind of the creator- Muir also suspected. Popular literature
and industrial tourism have this in common; they vulgarize the writer and tour
guide as well as the reader and tourist. Muir was on the brink of a very dangerous
abyss, and annihilation here was more likely than it had been when he climbed
into the bergshrund of Black Mountain's glacier. 1° Falling into the occupation of a
popular writer, he could endanger the very message he had a sacred mission to
convey. He would have to stand over the abyss between wilderness and civilization and mediate between the vision he had gained in the mountains and the expectations of his readers.
It is no surprise that he struggled with the strategy of mediation in his early
essays and had difficulty controlling his tone. He was deeply troubled by the
"mistrags" of language. He seemed to pay sometimes painfully close attention to
the key terms of other writers and was equally attentive to his own diction. What
becomes clear enough through comparison is that Thoreau's language of argument became a model for his own. If Emerson had been the mentor for a young
man who had left the family farm, Thoreau was the superior craftsman to whom
a serious writer who wanted to say a word for Nature would turn. This choice
produced further complications for Muir since Thoreau's strategy did not lead
toward mediation, but toward confrontation. Thoreau did not coax his reader
but assaulted him. So too, Muir sometimes attacked his civilized reader.
Before a choice of diction or rhetorical strategy, however, came a selection of
material. Muir had to select from his journals the kind of experiences which
would illustrate effectively several themes. First he wished to present his view of
Nature as Savior, literally, not just figuratively. All storms recommended themselves as concrete manifestations of a live Nature still about her business of
shaping the world. But immediately Muir found it necessary to mediate with his
second theme. Because civilized men were house-ridden, alienated from Nature,
they could not recognize that such phenomena illustrated the orderly flow of natural processes. They would have to be shown. Finally, men who were alienated
from Nature could only see her more noble processes after conquering their
fear. Even using himself as mediator, he could finally present only certain moderate experiences to demonstrate his themes.
Writing moderate essays was a serious concession to civilized conventions,
especially considering his condemnation of Ruskin's principle of Moderation in
art.

9. Bade, Lzfe and Letters, I, 259, 260.
10. John Muir, "Living Glaciers of California," Harper's New Monthly Magazine, 51 (November 1875), 769-776.
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"If Emerson (left) had been the mentor for a young man who had left the family farm, Thoreau was the superior craftsman to whom a serious writer who wanted to say a wordfor Nature
would turn. "
... telling us most solemnly that Nature is never immoderate! and that if he had the
power and the paint he would have "Moderation" brushed in big capitals upon all
the doors and lintels of art factories and manufactories of the whole world!! etc.,
etc., 11

This was not the principle that Muir wished to follow in his own writing. He
wished to be as wild and immoderate as Nature. In practice he had to compromise.
Weather in the mountains is different from the weather that comes to the
lowlands. There is something about the mountains that makes any kind of storm
more real. And in winter, the season of weather for the Sierra, the mountains
come alive. When Muir spent his third winter in Yosemite in 1871 and 1872, he
received much of the reality he loved. A grand flood in mid-December was followed by the glorious earthquake in the predawn hours of March 26. The earthquake offered Muir the most profound experience. Apocalyptic imagery indeed!
A revelation. Did this earthquake announce the opening of the sixth seal, when
"every mountain and island were moving out of their places?"

By the end of that day Muir had begun to write the good news of the earthquake to Emerson, using the occasion to invite the philosopher to come back for
a whole summer at least. 12 If Emerson assumed that Muir's tenure in the Valley
11. Bade, Life and Letters, I, 319.
12. Edith Jane Hadley, "John Muir's Views of Nature and Their Consequences," unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1956, 436-38, citing an original letter at
Harvard University, Cambridge.
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was a "probation and sequestration in the solitudes and snows," at the end of
which he would bring his "ripe fruits so rare and precious into waiting society,"
the young man answered with his most enthusiastic earthquake-prose. If
Emerson spoke for civilization, Muir responded for wilderness.
An earthquake was an awakening and a revelation: "as the John the Baptist
angel said squarely 'I am Gabriel' this storm said I am earthquake and I rumbled
out to the open sky shouting 'A noble Earthquake, Noble Earthquake!!' " Muir
depicted himself meeting this sublime phenomenon with sublime enthusiasm.
Such an experience represented an important test for the student of Nature, and
Muir was only briefly troubled by the diction he needed to describe his enlightenment. Mundane terms like "earthquake" or "shock" were clearly unsatisfactory. The tidal movement of the earth could only be described as "waving," and
"fervid passionate throbbings." It was "As if God had touched the mountains
with a muscled hand or were wearing them upon him as common bones and
flesh." The heavy rumblings? "These are the first spoken words that I have heard
direct from the tender bosom of mother earth." The Yosemite was indeed a Pantheon for a living god that day.
Muir watched a pinnacle as large as one of the Cathedral Spires come down to
the Valley floor. In an avalanche of rock, "Firs, oaks, and spruces were snapped
like thistles." The mountains moved, and yet very little was broken, a sure sign
that "Yosemite granite is well plumbed and dovetailed." The lesson was clear
enough; the mountains were built on a firm foundation. He satirized Whitney's
"violent hypothesis" by showing the consequences to humans who believed that
mountains were insubstantial. As in Revelations, men without faith hid themselves. Muir reported their fear and trembling to Emerson: "vertical animals are
mostly in consternation. Two or three have fled." Worse, these degraded humans taught their children to fear: "A little girl of Hutchings cried terror stricken in the night, 'Grandma! Grandma! Pray to God to Stop it!'" No wonder vertical animals ignoring the hand of God in Nature lost their balance; they could not
dance to the subtle music. The hand of God never dropped anything, but it was
not influenced by human fears.
The falls sang unchanged, the frogs were not nervous, the owl continued his
song, and when Muir met two violets near Indian Canyon he stopped to ask them
what they thought. Their answer, "It's all love," validated Muir's view by dramatizing the ongoing health of Yosemite. But what if Muir had been wrong and
Whitney right? Despite his portrayal of himself as "not in doubt for one moment," another variant of his experience describes the hard fist of fear at the pit
of his stomach. 13 Dancing under the walls in an earthquake despite his fears required belief in his own theory of Yosemite's creation.
As he wrote Emerson, his enthusiasm carried him beyond fear. He repeated
an invitation- "think how a whole Yosemite year would shine in the middle sky
of a life like yours." The two might drift about like winged seeds, bathe in the
mountains' light, drink pure mountain winds. Since all men were children of nature, Muir ended, "I wish you were here this night to be trotted and dumpled on
this mountain knee." Here was a perfect answer to the gospel of civilization, but
not a sermon Muir could write for popular magazines.
13. John Muir, "Yosemite in Spring," Daily Tribune (New York), July 11, 1872, quoted
in Linnie Marsh Wolfe, Son of the Wilderness: The Life ofjohn Muir (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1973), 157.
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Perhaps earthquakes and volcanic eruptions perfectly test one's true attitude
toward Nature. Earthquake fear has always been a kind of social psychosis in California, perhaps because men do not want to believe that they are subject to
powers beyond human control. Earthquakes suggest a kind of fate, and insist
that men are not the lords of creation. The term "Natural Catastrophe,. indicates their attitude. This expression, born in the fog which enveloped civilized
minds, indicated to Muir that cultured language too was born in the fog. Men
called earthquakes bad because they harmed humans and human artifacts.
It was fine to love nature when she exhibited herself in more moderate forms
on her pleasant days, but the true test of men's love came when she did not
please, but paid men no mind. This, we might say, was the test of a real faith.
This was the same message which George Santayana delivered in California five
years after the San Francisco Earthquake. He argued, in "The Genteel Tradition
in American Philosophy,"
When you transform nature to your uses, when you experiment with her forces, and
reduce them to industrial agents, you cannot feel that nature was made by you or for
you, for then these adjustments would have been pre-established. Much less can you
feel it when she destroys your labor of years in a momentary spasm. You must feel,
rather, that you are an offshoot of her life; one brave little force among her immense
forces. 14

This was very much what Muir wished to say to Emerson, the genteel philosopher, and in addition he wanted to say that humans must transcend the selfish
perspective which kept them from hearing harmonies not made for human ears.
Santayana said that he met a Californian who observed that "if philosophers had
lived among your mountains their systems would have been different from what
they are." Since Muir's message to Emerson was precisely of this kind, it would
be nice to think that the Californian was Muir. But California was not ready, in
1872, in 1906, and may still not be ready for such a view.
Fortunately, Muir could turn to the wonderful outpouring of waters the previous December and develop his favorite stormy themes using a slightly more
moderate vehicle. Although he aptly called his essay "Jubilee of Waters," Overland chose to publish his first contribution under the more prosaic title of
"Yosemite Valley in Flood." 15
Here he was better able to embody the flow of his theme, that "destruction is
in fact creation," as he structured his essay around the image of Nature's throbbing heart. The Merced River was an artery, fed from the heart of Nature, and
the heart beat in all storms: "Many a joyful stream is born in the Sierra, but not
one can sing like the Merced ... of sublime Yosemite she is the voice." The
sound of the storm was the sound of the waters, flowing in the same joyful place,
to the listener who was mindful of the deeper harmonies of Nature. In storm one
could hear the throbbing of Nature's loving heartbeat.
Rooted not in Muir's fancy but in his scientific theory, the vision of Yosemite's watershed as a circulatory system showed that what appeared to be chaotic
was in fact an organic phenomenon. The many torrents which streamed over the
14. George Santayana, "The Genteel Tradition in American Philosophy," Winds of Doctrine: Studies in Contemporary Opinion (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1913), 213-14.
1~. John Muir, "Yosemite Valley in Flood," The Overland Monthly, 8 (April 1872),
347-50.

28

T H E

PACIFIC

HISTORIAN

walls of the Valley became a "countless host of silvery-netted arteries, gleaming
everywhere." A scene which would normally be taken as sublime in the full
eighteenth century sense - a war of the elements- became powerfully but lawfully beautiful as he wrote about it. No doubt he had prepared himself by coming to see the same truth in the power of Yosemite Falls. Just as the catastrophic
mechanism Whitney proposed to account for the magnitude ofYosemite Valley
suggested chaos and disunity, the bottom falling out, so the view of flood as a
fearful and exceptional event was also an illusion of chaos. In Muir's cosmos
there were no singular phenomena. If men spoke of a fifty year flood, a Jubilee
of Waters, what was fifty years to Nature? Such storms merely telescoped geological history, making visible a process, a flow which was normally too subtle for
human eyes. Muir could see in one day what normally took many seasons.
He had gained a revelation, not simply a memory, and this experience remained alive:
Visions like these do not remain with us as mere maps and pictures - flat shadows
cast upon our minds to brighten, at times, when touched by association of will, and
fade again from our view, like landscapes in the gloaming. They saturate every fibre
of the body and soul, dwelling in us and with us, like holy spirits, through all our after-deaths and after-lives. (p. 350)

Even if a flood was a better vehicle than an earthquake for spreading Muir's gospel of Nature, he was still writing with conflicting purposes. He knew that few
San Franciscans or "Boston wise" would wander out into the middle of a Yosemite flood to hear the beating heart of Nature.
So in 1875 he returned to his theme, writing a more radical argument and
confronting the prevailing narrow civilized view of Nature. "Flood Storm in the
Sierra" appeared directly below Overland's motto, "Devoted to the Development
of the Country," and argued that men who were too concerned with their own
interests ought to be mindful of Nature's. 16 That Overland published this essay
suggests that the editors didn't realize how radical it was. Further, Muir observed
this flood after spending at least ten months in the Bay Area working on his Studies. He had an increased awareness that he spoke to an audience which might
appreciate his sentiment only as long as it avoided interfering with their material
comfort. The results of the flood of 1875 may have been particularly destructive
of human artifacts, but Muir argued that it was unfortunate that few enjoyed this
noble storm in its home among the mountains so
it will doubtlessly be remembered far more for the drifted bridges and houses that
chanced to lie in its way than for its own beauty, or for the thousand bless.'ngs it
brought to the fields and gardens of nature. (p. 490)

In an early draft of his essay, Muir attacked his audience fiercely, saying that the
impressions that storms excite in individuals depended "almost exclusively upon
the way in which their own small, material immediate interests are affected." 17
He tempered this statement for publication, yet the original expressed his impatience with the limited perspective which he found in the "civilized" town where
16. John Muir, "Flood-Storm in the Sierra," The Overland Monthly, 14 (June 1875), 489496.
17. Ibid., 490; Manuscript from 1894, Box 30.4, John Muir Papers, University of the
Pacific UMP, UOP].
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he witnessed the flood, Knoxville, or Brownsville, as it is now called. This is the
home of Emily Pelton, whom he had come to visit, another friend who was concerned that Muir might need the refining influence of civilization.
According to his biographer, he returned to the Pelton home, soaking wet,
and the homebodies took a pitying attitude toward his suffering in the rain. He
replied, "Don't pity me. Pity yourselves. You stay here at home, dry and defrauded of all the glory I have seen. Your souls starve in the midst of abundance."18 He had little humor or patience with these people, but when he came
to write this sermon for Ov~rland, he tried to use a more moderate voice, and
speak to civilization using its own terms, gains and losses: "True, some goods
were destroyed, and a few rats and people were drowned, and some took cold on
house tops and died, but the total loss was less than the gain." (p. 494-495) Goods
- he could never resist the obvious pun- dry goods one might suppose. Hiding
indoors, or climbing onto the tops of houses which were hardly suitable as ships,
the people themselves were spoiled dry goods.
It was unavoidable that Muir would attempt this radical strategy, would attempt to shock the reader. Even though his revisions show that he toned down
his sermon by focusing through the middle of his text on the beauties of the
storm, and arguing that "storms are fine speakers," but "we are poor listeners,"
still he suspected that only storms which put men out of their houses were loud
enough for men to hear:
How terribly downright must seem the utterances of storms and earthquakes to
those accustomed to the soft hypocrisies of society. Man' s control is being steadily
extended over the forces of nature, but it is well, at least for the present, that storms
can still make themselves heard through our thickest walls. (p. 494)

He hoped to affect the reader as a storm might; his voice would be permeated
with the wild wind and torrent. Thus it was contrary to his purposes that he
should sympathize with human losses while the gains to Nature were so much
more important. Storms are graphic reminders to men and necessary therapy for
an anthropocentric society.
I suspect that Muir was reading Thoreau even while visiting Emily Pelton.
Certainly "Flood Storm" used the language and strategy of Thoreau's late and
most radical essays, like "Walking" (originally entitled "The Wild") and "Wild
Apples."
I wish to speak a word for Nature, for absolute freedom and wildness, as contrasted
with freedom and culture merely civil - to regard man as an inhabitant, or a part
and parcel of Nature, rather than a member of society. I wish to make an extreme
statement, if so I may make an emphatic one, for there are enough champions of civilization: the minister and the school committee and everyone of you will take care
of that. 19

So begins "Walking," and this was the tradition of rhetoric which Muir took as
his model. If Muir was to be the heir of Thoreau, it was not because of ideology
alone, but because he chose the strategy and the voice which could not be assimilated or acculturated. There is something of honesty and something of artifice
in an insistence that compromise would violate the purity and integrity of tran18. Wolfe, Son of the Wziderness, 179.
19. Henry David Thoreau, The Portable Thoreau, ed. Carl Bode (New York: Viking,
1964), 592.
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scendent ideals. If Jeanne Carr wished Muir to learn to love art as well as Nature,
then he would study the art of Thoreau.
In the final summing up of "Flood Storm" Muir alluded heavily to Thoreau
and recorded his allegiance to Thoreauvian ideology. He too would follow the
ministry of Nature, yet he didn't know how obvious his debt ought to appear;
and he had trouble turning Thoreau's language to his own purposes. Muir supposed that we couldn't go to the higher mountains to appreciate wild Nature if
we didn't appreciate it at home. This storm, witnessed not in the high mountains
but in a town only twenty miles and two thousand feet above the Central Valley,
was a case in point. Knoxville, Muir claimed, was noted for its ministers, but
Muir preferred the apple-room, "a kind of a church, free to all, where one may
enjoy capital sermons on color, fragrance, and sweetness, with very direct enforcements of their moral and religious correlations." This apple-room was part
of an old ruined building called the Fox Den because red foxes were known to
"watch and plan concerning the squirrels and quails that feed beneath the trees."
It was a wild place because it had returned to the wild state, like Thoreau's wild
apple trees which produced fruit in the wilds which must be "eaten in season, accordingly - that is, out-of-doors." Similarly, Muir's storms could only be absorbed in season, out-of-doors.
Ministers, as representatives of society, warn us against eating the apple and
against becoming too wild. But Muir thought we might return to the same wild
Garden of Eden by the same door we used to leave it. His juxtaposition of sublime storm and wild apples tells much about his attempt to absorb Thoreau's argument and carry it further into the wilderness, further into the West. So when
Muir first attempted to conclude his essay, he found himself using Thoreau's
language:

Muir's stature as a writer had been nationally recognized by the time this photograph
was taken in his "scribble den" around the
turn of the century.
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Civilization needs pure wildness and is beginning to seek it but it is not yet ready to
appreciate the best beauties of the lower Sierra, any more than that of storms. Their
closely printed scriptures and still small voices, are not heard or seen. 20

One immediately notices the diction and themes of Thoreau in the draft conclusion. Particularly, Thoreau carefully defined his term, wzldness, in "Walking:"
The West of which I speak is but another name for the Wild; and what I have been
preparing to say is, that in Wildness is the preservation of the World. Every tree
sends its fibres forth in search of the Wild. The cities import it at any price ... From
the forest and wilderness come the tonics and barks which brace mankind .. . I believe in the forest and in the night in which the corn grows. 21

Later in his essay, Thoreau argued, "A town is saved, not more by the righteous
men in it than by the woods and swamps that surround it." And finally, "The
most alive is the wildest."
Indeed, Muir's storm was the perfect illustration of Thoreau's thesis. The
storm reminded him that the land was still alive. "The rain brought out all the
colors of the woods with the most delightful freshness." As he sauntered
through the dripping forest he saw: "The woods were born again." In the final
draft of his conclusion, Muir eradicated much of the language of Thoreau, as
well as the Biblical language, adding a little of his own Scottish, to make it his
own.
The world needs woods, and is beginning to come to them; but it is not yet ready for
the fine banks and braes of the lower Sierra, any more than for storms. Tourists
make their way through the foot-hill landscapes, as if blind to all their best beauty,
and like children seek the emphasized mountains. (p. 495-496)

Muir's lesson was an extension of Thoreau's. You couldn't have trees without
the storms which fed them. Muir had drawn the line, the frontier of Man's dominion over Nature, and was making his first tentative stand for the preservation
of the wild natural landscape wherever it was found.
Perhaps the most famous of Muir's Stormy Sermons was published in 1878 in
Scribner's as "Wind Storm in the Forests of the Yuba." 22 It is a companion to
"Flood Storm in the Sierra." Here, however, Muir only wished to show what
might be learned from the wind. "After one has seen pines six feet in diameter
bending like grasses before a mountain gale," after one has seen the power and
destruction of the north wind, one must remember, said Muir, that "the manifest result of all this wild storm-culture is the glorious perfection we behold;
then faith in Nature's forestry is established, and we cease to deplore the violence of her most destructive gales, or of any other storm-implement whatsoever." Sierran forests, "the most beautiful on the face of the earth," were grown
and governed by weather. The wind, in Muir's view, culled out the forest, even as
a farmer's hand might.
Muir received another more subtle message from the storm. He found that
"We all travel the milky way together, trees and men;" trees too make journeys
through the world. And "the countless hosts of the forests" heard God's message
after the storm. As Muir's essay ended, "The setting sun filled them with amber
20. Manuscript from 1894, Box 30.4, JMP,UOP.
21. Thoreau, The Portable Thoreau, 609, 610.
22. John Muir, "A Wind Storm in the Forests of the Yuba," Schribner's Monthly, 17 (November 1878), 55-59.
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light, and seemed to say as they listened, 'My peace I give unto you.' " The setting sun bore Christ's message, in the Gospel according to John: "My peace I
leave with you, my peace I give unto you: not as the world giveth, give I unto
you. Let your heart not be troubled, neither let it be afraid.'' If man wanted to
hear this blessing, given to the trees by wind and sun, then he would have to go
to the trees. Christ said:
I am the true vine, and my father is the husbandsman. Every branch in me that beareth fruit, he purgeth it, that it may bring forth more fruit . .. I am the vine, and ye
are the branches. Gohn, 15:1-5)

Translating into Muir's gospel, the message of the sun is the message of the son,
the vine is the complex web of life in the wilderness, and the trees, like men, are

Illustration accompanying Muir's 1878 article in Scribner's.

really only branches of that vine. Once again Muir argued through his metaphor
that the wilderness was a Savior. It did its father's business on earth and man
could only be redeemed if he lived in its spirit. This required that a man literally
climb the trees.
If woods were the saviors of towns, then pines and spruces were the "best interpreters of the winds.'' So Muir climbed a Douglas Spruce to get the full experience of the storm. Perhaps he was following Thoreau's example. In "Walking"
Thoreau had noticed that the thoughts of men, like the forests of New England,
were laid waste. "We hug the earth - how rarely we mount," he said, as he
climbed a white pine at whose top he was repaid with far vistas, "new mountains
on the horizon." He also discovered the "minute blossoms of the forest" which
were too high and too subtle for most men to notice. Muir's winds, like
Thoreau's blossoms, were "above men's heads and unobserved by them.'' Said
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Muir, "Most people like to look at mountain rivers and bear them in mind; but
few care to look at the winds, though far more beautiful and sublime." Climbing
a tree in the midst of a gale was also a test of faith, a necessary risk which led on
to the "Aeolian music of its topmost needles." (Shades of Heraclitus!) Mind you;
the climber chose his tree carefully, for under the circumstances that was a serious matter. But from the lithe bushy top of a young tree, rocking and swirling in
wild ecstasy, his outlook became that of the branch, and he finally began to participate in the cosmic as his "eye roved over the piney hills and dales as over
fields of waving grain."
A grown man climbing into the branches and spending a day aloft "like a
bobolink on a reed"? Child's p lay, of course. He closed his eyes, absorbed the
sounds, until he could hear the different trees talking in their own voices. He
smelled the spicy tonic of the wind, steeped with trees. He enjoyed himself thoroughly. But a more serious test awaited him.
There are some storms which test men to the limit of their endurance. If you
spend enough time in the mountains you know that sooner or later you will have
your turn with this kind of weather. For some, it is enough to survive. For Muir,
such an occasion offered new possibilities for expansion of consciousness. Just as
he could not resist entering a glacial womb or climbing a tree in a gale, so he
could not resist experiencing the stuff out of which glaciers were made, the winter storm. He got his wish on Mount Shasta in November of 1874 and again on
the last day of April in 1875 . These storms must have seemed to him to betoken
the beginning and end of winter. Laved in snow on both occasions, he sat out the
first slightly below timberline after climbing the summit, and in April he met his
storm on a summit bivouac. He wrote separately about these excursions in the
70s and finally included both in one narrative for Picturesque California in 1888. 23
The two storms were one in his mind; they embraced the snowy months.
They suggested the sense of winter that he wanted to experience, a winter perhaps like the one which Thoreau spent at Walden, a deep winter when a man
could measure the depth of his soul. In a hand-written note at the top of one version of the essay, Muir reminded himself of the p lace this experience might take
in a future book; "Vide Rain Storm on Mount Yuba" places "Snow Storm on
Mount Shasta" in the canon of Stormy Sermons. 24 This is the narrative his father
read and found so reprehensible. No doubt Muir felt a need to justify this kind of
primitive experience to others as well, and the later more complete versions of
his adventure justify the risks by delineating the rewards.
After climbing the summit in November he made camp below timberline
where he had the company of an occasional Douglas squirrel or mountain sheep.
He wrote that he enjoyed this storm-bound position for a week, " lying like a
squirrel in a warm, fluffy nest," busying himself with his own affairs, "and wishing only to be left alone." Finally sought by the people of Sisson's resort, who
23. J ohn Muir, "Shasta in Winter," Daily Evening Bulletin (San Francisco), December 2,
1874, 1. John Muir, "Snow Storm on Mount Shasta," Harper's New Monthly Magazine, 55 (September 1877), 521-30. John Muir, " Mount Shasta," in John Muir, ed., Picturesque California and
the Region West of the Rocky Mountains from Alaska to Mexico (San Francisco and New York: The].
Dewing Company, 1888), 145-174; reprinted in John Muir, Steep Trazls, ed. William Frederic
Bade, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1918), 57-81.
24. Printed copy of Muir, "Snow Storm on Mount Shasta," with annotations, Box 29.2,
JMP,UOP.
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feared that he had perished, he was compelled to return to the lowlands, his winter incomplete. "But the next spring, on the other side of this eventful winter, I
saw and felt still more of the Shasta snow. For then it was my fortune to get into
the very heart of a storm and be held in it a long time. 25 The spring storm was
narrated most carefully for Harper's in 1877. Not willing to say that he would deliberately expose himself to the danger of a summit bivouac, he explained that
the expedition was ostensibly for the purpose of measuring by barometrical observations the summit of Shasta. Science made him do it? No, the real lesson in
altitude was heard from the words of the storm which he met after the mechanical devices were packed away.
Muir portrayed himself as living through the whole geological history of
Shasta while the storm sang. On the summit, Muir and his companion, Jerome
Fay, were in the very place, at the very time of the beginning of Shasta's creation, on a patch of volcanic climate at what seemed like the beginning of an ice
age. The mountain awakened in the storm. At its peak, it was "as if the fires of
the old volcano were breaking forth again." Muir and his companion felt as if
they had "lain castaway beneath all the storms of winter." Thus an overnight bivouac became a geological excursion from the beginning of Shasta's history
through its glacial age, dramatized as the men warmed themselves at the hissing
fuming fumaroles of the summit which Muir regarded as "the last feeble expression of that vast volcanic energy that builded the mountain." So he could link his
own life to that of the dormant volcano.
The ordinary sensations of cold give but faint conceptions of that which comes on
after hard exercise, with want of food and sleep, combined with wetness in a high
frost wind. Life is then seen to be a mere fire, that now smolders, now .brightens,
showing how easily it may be quenched.26

The night passed like history, slowly, "like a mass of unnumbered and half forgotten years in which all our other years and experiences were strangely interblended."
Through the whole mystical night Muir portrayed himself as neither losing
faith in the fair play nor the beauty of Nature, unlike Jerome who though an
equally competent mountaineer lacked certain inner resources. Muir could only
comfort him, promising that the next day they would go a-Maying, and "all that
would be left of the trying night would be a clump of unrelated memories he
would tell his children." These memories were not unrelated to Muir, who satirized Jerome's wish for a minister, and even tried to convert the piteous freezing
fellow to the out-of-doors gospel. "The snow fell on us not a whit more harshly
than warm rain on the grass," Muir said.
When they trudged down the next morning to "God's country as Sisson calls
the chaparrel zone," Muir might have asked, "God's country? Then where had
we been?" He had described a kind of journey to the underworld at the top of
the world. By participating in the fire and ice history of Shasta he had learned
something about the God of Nature, and embodied his theme in the description
of the snow itself. He spoke of its lavishness:
The marvelous lavishness of the snow can be conceived only by mountaineers. The
crystal flowers seemed to touch one another and fairly to thicken the blast. This was
25.
26.

Muir, Steep Trails, 67.
Muir, "Snow Storm on Mount Shasta," 529.
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the blooming time, the summer of the storm, and never before have I seen mountain
cloud flowering so profusely. 27

Winter became a strange summer. He contrasted the snowflowers to the bloom
of the manzanita on the lower slopes of the mountain. The climbers were laved,
washed, baptized in flowers.
This is the final irony of Muir's message. Men appreciate the flowers under
their feet, the flowers on the lower flanks of Shasta, but they have great difficulty - Muir included - appreciating the snowflowers of May. If the chaparral
was God's country, so was the summit of Shasta. If, on the next day, "the storm
on the mountaintop vanished like a dream," it was just as real as the life below.
There are flowers and there are flowers: all are part of the flow.
"Snow Storm on Mount Shasta," the most extreme of Muir's published
Stormy Sermons, is also his purest and most intricate. Born out of his mystical
temperament and his scrupulous attention to geological history, it is an elaborate and subtle allegory. In a world of fire and ice, a world which can be understood and appreciated only by the exercise of great discipline, a world which
seems to have nothing of humanity in it, Muir found beauty. Yet it was a strangely
beautiful world where the man who sat close to the noxious gases which kept
him alive dared not breathe deeply, where a man who wanted to enjoy the snow
dared not let himself be drifted over. This was a place where becoming "part and
parcel of Nature" entailed great risk.
If the whole adventure was like a dream, Thoreau had concluded Walden by
comparing our lives to dreams: "The light that puts out our eyes is darkness to
us. Only that day dawns to which we are awake. The sun is but a morning star."
Only in the storms of the mountains could a man be sure that he had awakened
to reality. All below was illusion. This was the gospel of the Stormy Sermons.
27.
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Ibid., 527.
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JOHN MUIR AND THE ALASKA GOLD RUSH
FRANK E. BUSKE

No reader of John Muir's writings or scholar of his works needs to be told about
Muir's great love for Alaska. His oft-repeated injunction, "Go to Alaska, go and
see," is usually followed by his inimitable descriptions of that vast glacier laboratory, his prose vivid and energetic, burning with a transcendental rapture that
matches anything he wrote of his experiences in the Yosemite. But Muir's observations in Alaska encompassed more than the Godfullandscape to which he
responded: his shrewd and practiced eye also saw much of interest to men with
more practical concerns, and many of his writings are filled with this kind of information. However, he didn't need to write much about the presence of gold
deposits in Alaska to excite the interest of prospectors who were looking for
new gold fields in the last third of the nineteenth century in the western United
States. And it did not take long for someone to charge - or honor - Muir as the
man who was responsible for at least one good gold rush to Alaska.
T . A. Rickard, in his book, Through the Yukon and Alaska, published in 1909,
states that "in 1878 John Muir was deputed by the United States government to
Frank Buske, Ph.D., is Head of both the Departments of English and Cross Cultural Communications
at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks, where he also teaches American Literature. He is the editor of
Wilderness Essays by John Muir, which was published in 1980. He is currently on sabbatical
leave, preparing a biography of Muir due to be released next winter.
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explore southeastern Alaska." According to Rickard, Muir reported that an area
between Windham Bay on Stephens Passage sixty-five miles southeast of the
present site of Juneau, and Sullivan Island sixty-miles northwest, in Lynn Canal,
"would make a second California." 1
As Rickard described it, Muir's report, in pamphlet form, came to Sitka-in the
early spring of 1880 where George E. Pilz had just completed his stamp mill. Pilz
and N. A. Fuller, a local merchant, "after reading Muir's report, decided to send
prospectors into the gold-bearing region described by the celebrated naturalist."
In the spring, when the snow was off the mountains, Pilz and Fuller hired Joseph
Juneau, a French Canadian, and RichardT. Harris, an American, outfitted them
properly, and on July 19 the two miners, accompanied by three Indians, started
out.
According to Rickard, the men went first to Windham Bay where they staked
some claims, then sailed north to the Lynn Canal. On their return trip, they called at the Auk village north of the site of Juneau, and obtained some information
from the Indians, and then continued southward. Running aground at the north
end of Douglas Island, they camped, and the next day rowed four or five miles
farther south. They came upon another stream, at the mouth of which they
found sand containing gold. "This they named Gold Creek. The date was August
17, 1880. They made their way up the canyon for about two miles, where they
found some rich quartz veins and located several claims."
Folklore tends to spring up about the lives of great men, but on some occasions, some of the stories have a basis in fact. Was there anything to this report
that Muir, who would one day denounce miners and others as despoilers of
natural beauties, was responsible for the flood of gold seekers to the Juneau
area, a situation which led to the later, even more dramatic discoveries in the
Klondike in 1897?
Rickard's account needed to be verified. If Muir wrote the pamphlet of which
Rickard spoke, there should be a record of it somewhere, or the pamphlet itself
might, perhaps, be available. A check of the "List of the Published Writings of
John Muir, Nearly Complete To Date," that Muir prepared in November, 1891,
showed no listing of the pamphlet to which Rickard referred. The bibliographies
compiled by E.A. Avery in 1885, by Cornelius Bradley in 1897, by Jennie Doran
in 1916, and the most recent, by Ann T. Lynch in 1979, made no mention: of
such a pamphlet. The Kimes made no reference to it, either. 2
Among Alaska historians, T. A. Rickard has a reputation for presenting reliable information about the early mining days. His crediting Joseph Juneau and
Richard Harris with staking the first claims in the Juneau area was easily verified.3
1. T.A. Rickard, Through the Yukon and Alaska (San Francisco: Mining and Scientific
Press, 1918), 18.
2. A. E. Avery, "Bibliography of John Muir," Overland Monthly, 6 (October 1885),
445-46; Cornelius Bradley, "Reference List of the Published Writings of John Muir," University
of California Magazine, December 3, 1897; Jennie Doran, "A Bibliography of John Muir," Sierra
Club Bulletin, 10 0anuary 1916), 41-54; Ann T. Lynch, "Bibliography of Works By and About
John Muir, 1869-1978," Bulletin of Bibliography, 36 (April-June 1979), 71-80, 84. William F. and
Maymie B. Kimes, john Muir: A Reading Bibliography, chronologz·cally compiled and annotated (Palo
Alto, Ca.: William P. Wreden, 1977).
3. R . N. de Armond, The Founding ofJuneau 0uneau, Ak.: Gastineau Channel Centennial
Association, 1967), 45-47 .
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William Frederic Bade, although detailing Muir and Young's movements during the summer of 1880, made no mention of any connection of the two men
with any gold seekers. Linnie Marsh Wolfe, however, did. She writes of Muir and
S. Hall Young sailing up Stephens Passage, stopping for the night on a gravelly
creek bed on Douglas Island, across from the present city of Juneau, a site where
Muir was convinced gold could be found. The next day they met two prospectors, "Joe Juneau and Joe [sic] Harris," and Muir told them of the camp and its
prospecting possibilities. Pitching camp there, too, Juneau and Harris shortly
found rich quartz deposits. "This led to the historic stampede to that region, and
the founding of Harrisburg, later named Juneau. " 4
Young, the Presbyterian missionary who traveled with Muir in the summer of
b.oth 1879 and 1880, told a similar story. Labelling the incident "an interesting
bit of history," Young writes that he and Muir "met two old gold prospectors"
whom he had frequently sen at Fort Wrangell - "Joe Harris and Joe [sic]
Juneau." The prospectors stated they were on a hunting and prospecting trip,
asked about a camp site, and decided to "try the gravel" where Muir and Young
had stayed. Young states that the miners found placer gold and rock "float" and
made so large a clean-up that fall that they returned to Sitka with "a 'gold-poke'
sufficiently plethoric" to set off a stampede to the new diggings, where both
placer and quartz claims were staked and a lively new camp built. "This town was
first called Harrisburg for one of the prospectors, and afterwards Juneau for the
other." 5
4. Linnie Marsh Wolfe, Son of the Wilderness: The Life ofjohn Muir (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1945), 217.
5. S. Hall Young, Alaska Days With john Muir (New York: Fleming H. Revell Company,
1915), 163-165.

In addition to S. Hall Jones' exploits with
john Muir in the southeastern portions of the
state, the missionary traveled throughout
vast reaches of the rest of Alaska during the
gold rush era in his attempts to establish new
churches.
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Clearly Wolfe paraphrased Young, even giving Harris the wrong first name,
but also attributing to Muir a more decisive role in acquainting the two prospectors with the possibilities of the area. Credibility for the meeting between Muir,
Young, and the two prospectors rested with Young. A further check of Young's
account of the summer of 1880 revealed that he'd had no word of Muir "until
the monthly mailboat came in September." As he stood on the wharf, watching
the boat come. in, he was "overjoyed to see John Muir on deck, in that same old,
long gray ulster and Scotch cap." 6
In Travels in Alaska, Muir describes coming to Wrangell during his second trip
to Alaska: "I arrived early on the morning of the eighth of August on the steamer California to continue my explorations of the fiords to the northward which
were closed by winter the previous November." After a week of visiting and preparation, "I left Fort Wrangell the 16th of August, accompanied by Mr. Young,
in a canoe about twenty-five feet long and five wide, carrying two small square
sails and manned by two Stickeen Indians- Captain Tyeen and Hunter Joeand a half-breed named Smart Billy." 7
The party spent three or four days in Sum Dum Bay exploring the glaciers
and on August 22 left for Taku, just south of Juneau. Since Muir and Young were
just leaving Fort Wrangell on August 16, one day before the two miners found
their gold prospects in Juneau, a considerable distance to the north, the meeting
that Young remembered taking place among the four men almost certainly
never occurred. The story about how John Muir on his 1880 trip started the gold
rush to the Juneau area probably should join the one about his asking the way
out of town on his arrival in San Francisco.
But what of Rickard's account? If John Muir was "deputed" by the United
States Government in 1878 to explore southeastern Alaska, this fact has not
been recorded elsewhere. And if he compiled information for a bulletin printed
by the government, this pamphlet has not yet been discovered. But that does not
mean that Muir might not, in fact, have had a part in the gold finds at Juneau.
All during his travels through southeastern Alaska during the summer of
1879, Muir wrote letters to the San Francisco Bulletin and kept journals. Much of
the information contained in the letters appeared in later magazine articles and
also in Travels in Alaska to which Muir added details from his journals. Some materials seem to have appeared in print only one time.
On Saturday, January 10, 1880, the San Francisco Bulletin carried a story
headlined, "Alaska Gold Fields." Sub-headings described "A Country Moderately Rich in Precious Metals" and "The Cassiar and Other Mines - Mining Prospects- Geological Changes." John Muir was giving his opinion about the possibility of gold mining in Alaska. He wrote, "The gold of Alaska is still in the
ground, all save a few thousand ounces gathered here and there from the more
accessible veins and gravelbeds of the islands and the mountains along the
coast." He explained that the lack of gold production was due to the fact that
even the coast mountains had not been extensively explored, "while the interior
region is still a virgin wilderness - all mineral wealth about as darkly hidden as
when it was covered by ice-mantle of the glacier period." But that situation was
sure to change when miners from Nevada and California pushed their way over
the whole territory to "make it tell its wealth."
6. Ibid., 125.
7. John Muir, Travels in Alaska (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1915), 207.
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Muir felt that it was impossible to hint what the gold-mining development of
Alaska would be, since even careful geological exploration could not gain accurate information. He added, "We have reason, however, to warrant the opinion
that Alaska will be found at least moderately rich in the precious metals," and he
predicted that gold mining, in spite of the climate, heavy vegetation, and beds of
glacial drift, would "come to be regarded as one of the most important and reliable of her resources."
Using geological observations to support his discussion, Muir pointed out
that the gold-bearing belt of the west stretched from Mexico, between the Coast
and Rocky Mountain ranges, northwestward through "well-known mining states
and Territories" to British Columbia and Alaska, "richer here and there, like an
ill-sown field of grain," excluding only areas where the productive formations
were buried beneath lava floods and sediments. Preliminary geological studies
showed a close correspondence between rocks of the northern ranges of the belt
and those in the south where considerable gold had already been discovered:
"The gold rocks of British Columbia and Alaska . . . seem to be the equivalents
of those in California." (Notice how Rickard echoes this).
Although the same rocks varied greatly in the amount of gold they produced,
Muir pointed out that "it still remains that in its extension northward the topographical features of the belt are similar, and that gold, under similar conditions,
has been found in every part of it, as far as it has been explored." British Columbia had already yielded $45,000,000 worth of gold; a claim on Lightning Creek, a
tributary of the Fraser, had yielded over half a million dollars and other claims in
the Cariboo district had proved nearly as rich.
Information of this sort would excite even the most sluggish prospector, for
usually such a man is ready to stampede at even the most outlandish rumor of a
gold discovery. Muir brought his discussion closer to Alaska, suggesting that the
Cassiar mines, up the Stickeen River from Fort Wrangell and near the Alaska
boundary, showed the continuity of the gold belt in its northern extension. "The
placers on these streams would be considered rich even by old Californians," he
wrote. "I saw one nugget that weighs forty ounces, several others about half as
large."
Muir's picture of mining there, however, was hardly attractive. The season
was very short, getting equipment into the area in spring entailed suffering from
severe cold, wind, and snow, and the distanc:e from any source of supply was
great. Miners stood about, "smothered in weary, hangdog meditation, a sure sign
of financial distress," while merchants were evidently taking in sail as fast as possible, getting ready to retreat, collecting debts, and paying out as little as possible. Even saloon-keepers seemed discouraged and ready for flight. As a kind of
afterthought, Muir noted, "Placer mines were discovered on Pelly River, a
branch of the Yukon, several years ago."
But there was also gold in Alaska: placers had been discovered seventy-five
miles up the coast from Fort Wrangell, and another find had been made at
Holkham Bay. In fact, Muir wrote," 'color' of gold may be found in every stream
of considerable size in the Territory, as far as they have been examined." Too,
there was a hard-rock claim near Sitka with a ten-stamp mill in operation. And
prospects for finding more gold were excellent since Chilcat Indians, who had
forbidden miners to enter their country, had entered into a contract to conduct
a prospecting tour into the rumored gold mines at the head of the Chilcat River.
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Gold rush period view of Fort Wrangel~ important supply point for prospectors headed up the
Stickeen River to the Cassiar gold fields.
In summary, Muir thought that although many good gold mines would be
discovered in Alaska, there was no indication that the northernmost portion of
the gold belt would be the richest. He felt that New Mexico, Arizona, Utah,
Nevada, Idaho, Montana, and the Dakotas were more promising fields for the
prospector because the climate was more favorable, the deposits of gold and
other minerals perhaps richer and easier to find and extract. He added, "I am not
seeking to discourage enterprise in this direction. I could not if even so disposed.
For nature, who puts wings on seeds and sends them abroad, also controls the
right distribution of men." However, he noted that some people had a tendency
to have a great regard for the mysterious and marvelous which led them to believe that whatever was remote must be better than what was near.
In spite of his tempered enthusiasm, John Muir certainly encouraged prospectors interested in looking for gold in Alaska with this letter. What are the
chances that Joseph Juneau or Richard Harris or any other gold-seeker would
have known about Muir's findings and forecasts in it?
By the time Muir and Young returned to Fort Wrangell in November of 1879
after their trip to Glacier Bay, Muir had missed the last ship of the year to the
United States. Sometime between then and Christmas, he traveled to Sitka
where his last two letters of the 1879 trip to the Bulletin are datelined. The town
was then something of a headquarters for mining activity and while in Sitka, the
gregarious Muir must have met and talked with many prospectors, perhaps including Juneau and Harris and Pilz, the man who grubstaked them. There is certainly a strong possibility that his Bulletin article also found its way to Sitka for all of
Muir's Alaska letters were widely reprinted in the United States. But a newspaper
clipping still would not explain the pamphlet Rickard described.
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Pencil sketch from john Muir's Alaska notebooks.

The subject matter in Muir's drawings was not
always confined to the glories of nature. This
sketch from his notebooks is of a totem from
New Stickeen Village, near Fort Wrangell.
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Muir's 1880 trip to Alaska ended very hastily The suggestion in Muir's
account is almost of a headlong flight, with his arrival in Sitka just in time to
board the ship to return to the United States. Other accounts, however, differ.
Young writes that he and Muir were warmly welcomed by the missionaries
and the captain [L. A. Beardslee] and officers of the j amestown. The naval men
were interested in the iceberg-filled bay and, "at their request, from Muir's notes
and our estimate of distances by our rate of sailing, and of directions from observations of our little compass, we drew a rough map of Glacier Bay." The map
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For several years after 1880 the only authoritative map of Glacier Bay was that drawn by
Muir and S. Hall jones and furnished to the local mzlitary commander.
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was sent to Washington, Beardslee labelling the area Glacier Bay and naming the
largest glacier in it for Muir. The map was published as part of the official Alaska
report for 1880 and for six or seven years it was the only sailing chart of Glacier
Bay. 8
Captain L. A. Beardslee of the Jamestown was in 1879 and 1880 the highest
ranking United States government official in Alaska. Each year he forwarded to
the U.S. Navy reports of the activities in the territory. His report for the summer
of 1880, published as a pamphlet in 1882, contained a map of Glacier Bay. The
section describing mining activities and prospects in Alaska refers to conversations with Muir and quotes Muir's observations about the presence of gold in
various areas that Muir had visited. This is likely the pamphlet to which Rickard
refers although it obviously could not have had any influence on the interest in
the gold claims in the Juneau area in 1880. 9
With or without the influence of John Muir, prospecting for gold in Alaska
continued at a steady rate throughout the 1880s and 1890s. The headwaters of
the Yukon, which for so long had been guarded by the Indians, were opened to
the seemingly ubiquitous sourdough. Mrs. Eugene Willard, who with her husband established a Presbyterian mission school at the head of Lynn Canal,
reported prospectors traveling through the area and stopping for food and conversation in the early 1880s. 10
Lt. Frederick Schwatka explored the Yukon River in 1883, 11 confirming the
presence of traces of gold that had been reported earlier by Frederick Whymper
and William Healey Dall of the Russo-American Telegraph expedition. 12 The
first significant gold finds in the interior were at Forty-Mile, near the border between Alaska and Canada, in 1886.
In 1897, when news of the rich mines in the Klondike region electrified the
world- one newspaper headlined the story, "A Ton of Gold,"- John Muir was
in southeastern Alaska. He was traveling with Professors C. S. Sargent and W. N.
Canby, examining the timber growths along the coastline of Alaska. On August
18, the San Francisco Examiner carried the headline, "He Will Write for 'The
Examiner' and 'Journal,' " "John Muir will describe the Mountain Passes and the
Climate of the Yukon Country." An illustration of Muir was captioned: "John
Muir, the Eminent Scientist;" below it a copy of a telegram read, "I will be
pleased, if my many engagements will permit me, to give 'The Examiner' and
the New York 'Journal' letters describing chiefly the passes over the Yukon
basin, with hints about climate." Ironically, that very month, Century magazine
carried an article by Muir, "The Alaska Trip," 13 which described enthusiastically
the beauty and healthgiving qualities of travel to Alaska, but no tourist would
8. Young, Alaska Days, 194-96.
9. " Reports of Captain L.A. Beardslee Relative to Affairs in Alaska and the Operations
of the U.S.S. "Jamestown" Under His Command While in the Waters of that Territory," Senate
Executive Document 71, 47th Cong., 1 sess, 1882, 196-7.
10. Mrs. Eugene Willard, Life in Alaska (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1884), 135, 230, 318, 353.
11. Frederick Schwatka, Along Alaska's Great River . . . (New York: Cassell Company, Ltd.,
1885), 190, 203, 212.
12. Frederick Whymper, Travel and Adventure in the Territory of Alaska . .. (London: John
Murray, 1868), 86, 274. William H. Dall, Alaska and Its Resources (Boston: Lee and Shepherd,
1870), 477.
13. John Muir, "The Alaska Trip," Century, 54 (August 1897), 513-26.
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have been able to secure passage on any of the ships headed northward for the
crowd of gold stampeders packed aboard.
In an interview published August 23, before he had traveled northward, Muir
told a reporter how he planned to carry out his assignment in Alaska: "I shall
walk over the Chilcoot Pass. I have been there before [in 1879, when he and
Young made their first trip to Glacier Bay]. I have no pack to carry. I know how
to protect my feet and my nose, and to men who are accustomed to this kind of
travel the trip is not arduous. I have crossed in November."
He did not doubt that there was gold in great quantities over a great area in
thli! Northern Territories and in Alaska and stated that, in 1881, he had noted
that the Yukon basin was full of gold. It was all one with his oft-repeated statements about glacial action: retreating glaciers ground rocks, freeing the gold in
them and forcing it into other rock" crevices and wrinkles," or the rivers formed
by the melting ice deposited the gold in what later became dry river beds. Wherever glaciers had been active, in valleys or on plateaus, a miner might well make
a gold discovery. "That is the story, simple and beautiful, of the workings of
nature."
Muir was quick to clarify his own attitude toward the gold in the ground
awaiting the prospector's pick: "I can speak dispassionately because I have no
ambition to possess any of it." Later he amplified this statement: "I never wasted
a minute hunting gold mines, knowing that gold dust in one's eyes prevents one
from seeing much else. As a geologist,however, I have studied gold gravel like
any other gravel."
In his first article of August 23, 14 Muir provided little practical information
for the gold seeker. He viewed the gold rush as a natural process: "Nature scatters grains of gold in gravel beds, and so the laziest crowds rotting in cities spring
to life and are scattered over the farthest wilderness to make way for civilization." He could admire those who sought wealth "in the face of cold, hunger and
self-denying toil," but cautioned lest in their excitement these seekers be moved
"more by the mere lust of wealth than appreciation of its right use." Everybody
needed a little money, but gold digging was "only a dull chore" and "no sane
man will allow it to blind him and draw him away from the real blessings of civilization."
Although Muir did not regard gold-seeking as a useful activity, he did not
condemn the men who were rushing to seek gold claims. These were men who
were not content to sit and stagnate and he felt it better to "toil blindly, beating
every stone in your way for grains of gold, whether they contain any or not, than
lay idle in wasting apathy."
Muir and his party traveled to Skagway, headquarters for the White Pass
route, and Dyea, jumping off point for the treacherous and difficult Chilkoot
Pass. These were the two passes most used by prospectors on their weary trek to
the Klondike. In Skagway, he reported, there were two "different parties," one
composed of the saloon and dance-house element and the other of the more decent people, and these were likely to come to collision at any time. The Muir
party arrived back in Seattle on September 5, predicting that only those at
Skagway and Dyea would be able to get to the mines that fall. Among those who
did, by the way, were Joaquin Miller, Jack London, and Sam Dunham.
14.
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"John Muir on the Sea," The Examiner (San Francisco), August 23, 1897, 1.
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Two articles resulted from this trip northward. The first of these appeared on
October 1 . 15 "The Klondyke! The Klondyke! Which is the best way into the yellow Klondyke?" was the cry echoing in every corner of the land. Even ships at
sea repeated the questions, "What of the Klondyke dust! Which is the best way
to it?" and Muir noted, " The way to Heaven is less anxiously looked for." He
even found something admirable in all the feverish ongoing as compared with
"the mildewed inaction of crowds of purposeless people in big towns." Although
a prospector's aims might not be praiseworthy, he would still gain from the experience. Even if he did not find as big a poke of gold as he sought, he would
gain a big trip and "knowledge better than gold."
The article described the five passes - the White, Chilkoot, Chilcat, Taku,
and Stickeen - through which prospectors could cross the Coast Range into Canada to reach the Yukon River down which they could float to Dawson, headquarters for the Klondike gold rush. Muir also belabored his favorite subject, the
action of glaciers in making mountain passes and grinding out the gold to be deposited in the Yukon basin which could, in turn, be worked as placer mines.
But miners faced some very basic problems, one of which was that of food
supply. "We are all in bondage to bread," Muir observed. "If only stomachs
could be abolished how free to wander we would be!" He pointed out that men
skilled in woodcraft, with guns and fishhooks, could go over the Yukon basin for
years without wanting for food, "living on the country free as a bird." There were
berries, wild vegetables, ptarmigan- "nature's chickens" - fish in the streams and
deer, caribou, and moose in abundance.
There was, however, a conflict between "gold-hunting and game-hunting"
and, a point that Muir did not mention, Canadian officials required that everybody going to the Klondike take enough provisions for one year of residence.
But even in a 1,500 pound pack, he could see 500 pounds of useless supplies.
For one small example, "As well put the devil in your pack as a case of yeast
powders." Bread made with yeast led "straight to dyspepsia," causing digestive
problems, working "insidiously, like dry rot in trees."
Good bread, essential for climbing and digging, could be made directly from
"the flour sack, with a little salt and water stirred in." After the dough was
worked to the required firmness, it should be squeezed into thin cakes about the
size of ship biscuits and placed onto hot coals raked from the heart of the camp
fire. Then the cakes must be turned before they began to burn, and when firm
enough, set on edge to be toasted until thoroughly baked through.
In rainy weather or when camped in a boggy place, another technique applied. First, the bread-maker cut a stick "the size of a whiphandle," sharpening it
at one end. After preparing the dough, he squeezed out a handful, cooled it in a
thin spiral around the stick, and set it upright in the ground at baking distance
from the fire, giving it a quarter turn from time to time until the bread spiral was
thoroughly baked and browned all around.
If the camper absolutely had to have bread "old-fashioned and light bloated
into a fluffy mass of air holes," then he, in · effect, made a sourdough starter,
taking a quarter-ounce cake of baker's compressed yeast to start, and after each
baking, putting a handful of the fermented dough into the flour sack, and with
15. "Trails of the Gold Hunters in Northern Seas and on Mountain Passes," The Examiner (San Francisco), October 1, 1897, 3.
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that the baker could "go on raising cerealiane billows" as long as he wanted to.
Muir finished with a burst of indignation: "Even medicine chests may be
found in Yukon packs. The idea of carrying medicine to Alaska where all the
wilderness is a medicine. As well take drugs to heaven."
In his final newspaper article about the gold rush, Muir tried to dampen the
enthusiasm of would-be gold seekers. 16 He advised caution: those hoping to find
fortune in Alaska should make some kind of intelligent preparations by going
into training and studying mining, like any other business. Mining was slow, dull,
hard work, and anyone "unable or unwilling to stay and work faithfully and patiently for at least ten years" should not go there at all. As the headline for the
article indicated, "There is no occasion for seekers after fortune to rush pellmell into the region of snow and ice, for Alaska, for many years, will be the poor
man's mining country."
John Muir did not initiate the Alaska gold rush, though his writings in 1879
and 1880 may well have encouraged it; his career as gold rush correspondent was
very brief. Later, in the fall or early winter of 1897, Muir had an opportunity to
reflect on what the gold rush was doing to his beloved area of the world, and he
was not at all disturbed by the crowds who were hurrying there. For him, Alaska
was "Nature's own reservation," 17 and he felt that every lover of wildness would
rejoice with him "that by kindly frost it is so well defended." No matter how
many people came, and he believed that the Klondike gold would continue to
draw large numbers of would-be miners for many years 1 he thought that "comparatively little harm" would be done. The man who had excoriated the "hoofed
locusts" in Yosemite Valley could calmly accept the holes that would be dug and
burned into the hard ground of Alaska, the ragged towns "like beaver and muskrat villages" that would be built, and the mills and locomotives that would make
"rumbling, screeching, disenchanting noises," because they would not last. The
miner's pick would not be followed far "by the plough," not until Nature was
"ready to unlock the frozen soil-beds with her slow-turning climate key." Nature, then, had her own defense mechanism, and when the gold had been taken
from the ground, the land would go back to its original state. In the meantime,
the miners would have had a great experience with Nature, and the roads of the
pioneer miners would lead many a lover of wildness into the heart of Alaska, who
without them would never see it.
16. "Pathless Treasure Fields of the Frozen Northland, " The Examiner (San Francisco) ,
October 11, 1897, 6.
17. " Wild Parks and Forest Reservations of the West," The Atlantic Monthly, 81 Oanuary
1898), 17 .

T H E

PACIFIC

H I STORIAN

49

john Muir in 1872.

JOHN MUIR'S ENLIGHTENMENT
THOMAS J. LYON

Enlightenment has meant different things to different people. Thinkers in the
eighteenth century "Age of Enlightenment" promoted a discursive rationalism
which, to a mystic, would be the antithesis of enlightenment. Modern Americans
often use the term synonomously with "fair-minded" or "knowledgeable," as in
"enlightened game management." For Buddhists, enlightenment signifies a state
which, to a non-Buddhist at least, seems quite different from normal consciousness and requires substantial training or esoteric knowledge. For the purposes of
this article, let us define enlightenment as that which occurs when consciousness
and being are unified, when consciousness is clarified, extended, illuminated made, so far as its practitioner knows, ultimate. This consciousness combines
two fairly distinct modes of information processing, a one-thing-at-a-time,
linear, entity-bound mode (associated by brain researchers with the left half of
the cortex) and a synchronous, configurative, relational mode (associated with
the right half). 1 By the logic of completeness, enlightenment requires both
1.

Robert Ornstein, The Psychology of Consciousness (New York: Viking Press, 1973).

Thomas Lyon has been associated with Utah State University at Logan since undergraduate days. He
received his master's degree there in 1 961 and has been on the staff since 1964; he currently holds tenure
as an Associate Professor of English. In addition, he is editor of Western American Literature quarterly published by the university. His works include a book on john Muir issued by Boise State Universzty as part of their series on western writers.
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modes to be working fully and complementarily. The entity-bound mode, alone
or dominant, gives a partial and alienated world. To this egoistic orientation, the
external world of so-called "objects" is in a sense a collection of egos. All bump
and knock into one another in a world of simple, linear cause and effect and survival of the fittest. On the other hand, the relational or configurative mode alone
seems to produce a swooning or merging feeling characterized by the statement
''lam you and you are me and we are one." This is what D. H. Lawrence thought
he saw in Walt Whitman's thought: " ... you've cooked the awful pudding of
One Identity," he said. 2 It is also what Sigmund Freud scorned as the "oceanic"
in Civilization and Its Discontents.
If human consciousness evolved in a world which is, as physicists explain, both
particle and wave, entity and relational whole, consciousness fits structurally into this paradoxical state. The fit, the essential likeness of consciousness and phenomena, the unity of mind and nature, is the ground of enlightenment. Enlightenment simply becomes the full expression of the given, original, paradoxical
unity.
Clearly Western civilization has favored the entity-bound mode of consciousness to the near exclusion of the relational. We are supreme egoists, rationalists,
makers of order, and conquerors of supposed chaos. This has been stated often,
beginning at least as early as William Blake, so as to need no repetition. By celebrating and indeed institutionalizing partial consciousness in all the ways Western Civilization has organized its thought, we have become systematically unenlightened. Our resulting pain or alienation or simple sense that something is
generally wrong, has led some to look to the "other side," the nonverbal occult,
mystic, or psychedelic for relief. Enlightenment must be somewhere over there,
since it most emphatically is not where we are at the present moment.
A closer examination of the life and writings of John Muir may provide an example of how enlightenment occurs. What Muir did, as his writings show, was to
leap outside the whole dualistic structure described above and enter the self-sufficient completeness of the present. As he expressed it in My First Summer in the
Sierra:
No pain here, no dull empty hours, no fear of the past, no fear of the future. These
blessed mountains are so compactly filled with God's beauty, no petty personal hope
or ·e xperience has room to be. Drinking this champagne water is pure pleasure, so is
breathing the living air, and every movement of limbs is pleasure, while the whole
body seems to feel beauty when exposed to it as it feels the campfire or sunshine, entering not by the eyes alone, but equally through all one's flesh like radiant heat,
making a passionate ecstatic pleasure-glow not explainable. 3

This remarkable passage is as precise a description of ego-transcendance and
non-dualism as can likely be found. The separate, Lockeian consciousness (the
traditional mind of Western civilization) is absent. The Sierra Nevada is not a
picture entering "by the eyes alone" but a totality of beauty and plesure which is
imbibed, breathed, and expressed in every movement. The traditional self or
separate knower and worrier has opened, and from the new vantage point the
self has become "petty."

2.

D. H. Lawrence, Studies in Classic American Literature (New York: Viking Press, 1979),

166.
3. John Muir, My First Summer in the Sierra (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1979), 131.
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Muir did not rest complacently in this initial stage of ecstacy. The summer of
1869 was a revelation for him, a lifelong touchtone; it was the great immersion.
But he did not stay there as any sort of lotus-eater; furthermore, he was not
tempted to denigrate or distrust intellect, despite the overwhelming physical
pleasure of his first glimpses of nondual reality. In fact, his intellectual curiosity
was aroused, and he set out in something like a fever pitch to learn what he
termed in an interesting metaphor the "alphabet" of the Sierra. This meant conducting original research, calling upon the books he had read and lectures he had
heard during his five semesters at the university, and paying attention to others'
theories about the formation and history of the range. This "hard" science he
then combined with his own intuitive sense of the lay of the land and the way the
elements of nature mixed and merged. The upshot was that the intellectual side
was vivified and given place by the totalistic sense. When Muir conducted empirical research, as he did in efforts to prove that glaciers had formed Yosemite Valley, he did it with a fact-consciousness which had been brought to life and in
which his whole body participated. He lay on boulders to intuit possible cleavage
lines, forded streams, climbed mountains, walked the pathways of the ancient
ice-flows, clambered over moraines studying and feeling the striae and the polish
the ice had left. Furthermore, he went almost foodless and comfortless, as if the
direct knowledge he sought could come only through a complete ascesis. Commitment was total, a discipHned expansion of consciousness which he called
"loving study." In the end, it enabled him to see things which nominally bettertrained investigators had missed. More important, it made possible the full development of his radical philosophy.
In the early 1870s, living mostly in Yosemite, Muir apparently went through
a profound personal transformation as he consolidated his ecstatic experiences
with the facts and theories developed through study. He progressed through a
series of what might be called epiphanies into a state of deep and calm insight in
which any single fact of nature could be seen as an aspect or illustration of the
whole. In particular, because of the concentration of his study, the growth and
flow of glaciers and their interconnections with other aspects of nature, inspired
his vision.
There are no harsh, hard dividing lines in nature. Glaciers blend with the snow and
the snow blends with the thin invisible breath of the sky. So there are no stiff, frigid,
stony partition walls betwixt us and heaven. There are blendings as immeasurable
and untraceable as the edges of melting clouds. Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard,
etc., is applicable here, for earth is partly heaven, and heaven earth.4

This journal entry from 1872 shows clearly that Muir was not about to make a
philosophical mush of the world. There are glaciers, and there is sky, and there
are clouds; these are, as it were, points on a continuum of being which can legitimately and for the purposes of discourse be named. We must not, however,
think of them as separate and alone; we must see the whole continuum as we see
its parts, simultaneously.
To recognize interpenetration like this is to see ecologically. Known this way,
nature is not a pretty scene, "natural resources, " or an object of any sort, but an
endless system of mutualisms which includes the observer and his human con4 . Joh n Muir, john of the Mountains: The Unpublished journals of john Muir , ed. Linnie
Marsh Wolfe (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1979), 89 .
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Muir's capacity for original research and his
understanding of geology are reflected in the
multitude of sketches he drew to illustrate
his ideas. This sketch depicts glacial movement along the north face of Half Dome in
Yosemite.

sciousness. To see nature ecologically is to see it as a community, and if the
vision is complete, to feel the responsibility of a community member. For anyone who has inherited the traditions of Western civilization to begin to think in
this paradoxical yet responsible way is a great creative breakthrough in consciousness. Aldo Leopold concluded in a 195 3 publication that the ecological
concept of land as a complex system was "the outstanding scientific discovery of
the twentieth century." 5 Clearly John Muir was ahead of the vanguard.
In 1871 Muir described from the "Grand North Womb of Mount Clark Glacier," his own path to the ecological realization. "In streams of ice, of water, of
minerals, of plants, of animals," he wrote,
the tendency is to unification. We at once find ourselves among eternities, infinitudes, and scarce know whether to be happy in the sublime simplicity of radical
causes and origins or whether to be sorry on losing the beautiful fragments which we
thought perfect and primary absolute units; but as we study and mingle with nature
more, the pain caused by the melting of all beauties into one First Beauty disappears,
because, after their first baptismal submergence in fountain God, they go again
washed and clean into their individualisms, more clearly defined than ever, unified
yet separate.6

The first excitement of merging - the awakening of the dormant relational
sense -shows a world so different from the static one of the entity-mind alone,
that a fear of the loss of all identity may arise. But, as Muir says, the cure comes
from studying and mingling with nature more, eventually to realize that every5. Luna B. Leopold, ed., Round River: From the Journals of Aldo Leopold (New York:
Oxford University Press, 195 3), 146.
6. Wolfe, ed., ]ohn of the Mountains, 79-80.
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Nothing in the realm of nature was exempt
from the interest ofMuir. His sense of wonder
extendedfrom the world ofthe tiniest insects to
the largest of landscapes. This small portfolio
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(Left) Track of singing, dancing grasshopper
in the air over North Dome.
(Below) Douglas Squirrel observing brother
man.
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of Muir drawings illustrates the scope of the
great conservationist's curiosity. They are all
reproducedfrom the manuscript edition ofM y
First Summer in the Sierra.

(Right) Approach of Dome Creek to Yosemite.

(Below) Front of Cathedral Peak.
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thing is unified and separate. The paradox of unity in diversity and the life-paradox of having to pass through the mystical realm, as it were, to return clarified
to the one real world, are the foundation of Muir's mature point of view.
From this standpoint, time is not the strictly meted out, linear quantity of
mainstream Western philosophy but a relativistic function of the always-changing, always-shifting totality; it is not a separate measure but an inherent expression of systematic nature. On July 23, 1869, Muir wrote in his journal:
What can poor mortals say about clouds? While a description of their huge glowing
domes and ridges, shadowy gulfs and canons, and feather-edged ravines is being
tried, they vanish, leaving no visible ruins. Nevertheless, these fleeting sky mountains are as substantial and significant as the more lasting upheavals of granite beneath them. Both alike are built up and die, and in God's calendar difference of
duration is nothing. 7

Two years later, when he found a dead bear, Muir described his identification
with the animal ("Bears are made of the same dust as we, and breathe the same
winds and drink of the same waters"), and added: "His life [is] not long, not
short, knows no beginning, no ending. To him life unstinted, unplanned, is
above the accidents of time, and his years, markless and boundless, equal Eternity."8 Again consciousness is loosed from its ordinary lock-up within the planning and worrying egoistic mode and is freed to the present which is to say the
infinite. Always with Muir the expanded vision is expressed naturalistically. Time
is the clouds and the now dead bear, and is being acted out in a great continuous
blossoming to which consciousness leaps up in partnership. Everything in nature, to a mind like this, can be a revelation.
All Muir's observations presuppose a deep, transpersonal identification with
the stream of life. One cannot see ecologically if one stands apart as a subject
looking at objects. Consciousness is part of the stream. Joining the stream, as
such scholars as Jacques Maritain and Chang Chung-yuan have argued, is the root
of creative energy; one is no longer reaching across into nature and rearranging
objects (in words, for example) but is simply expressing the inherent, vital flow
which includes all things. Thus Muir in the 1870s began to search for means to
express what he was learning and began (partly under] eanne Carr's urging) to
think of himself as a writer.
Muir's great problem as a writer was how to present enlightenment - the
ecological vision which had not been invented yet - to a world which was hellbent on tree-cutting, dam building, gewgaw production, and a thousand other
forms of progress which hated and avoided the kind of enlightenment he had experienced. One early effort paid tribute to the wildness which he had entered so
happily in the Sierra Nevada. "Wild Wool, " first appearing in The Overland
Monthly for April 1875, began as an argument for wildness as opposed to tameness. Muir says he has a "friend" who does not appreciate the fineness, the true
beauty of the wild. He "has a call to plow" and, indeed, "would fain discover
some method of reclamation applicable to the ocean and the sky . . . . " How can
such an Everyman be brought to see the world as it really is and perhaps leave off
some of his eternal head-down work? Muir launches into a painstaking review of
the sleekness, beauty, and natural rightness of the wild sheep in contrast with
7.
8.
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tame breeds. Then he realizes that the question of quantity - "how many wild
sheep think you would be required to furnish wool sufficient for a pair of
socks?" -will probably rule, and he verges on despair. "To obtain a hearing on
behalf of nature from any other standpoint than that of human use is almost impossible." The quantity question is all tied up with human needs and wants, and
in this area, Muir's pleas for wildness soon run against firm doctrine:
No dogma taught by the present civilization seems to form so insuperable an obstacle in the way of a right understanding of the relations which culture sustains to
wildness, as that which declares that the world was made especially for the uses of
man. Every animal, plant, and crystal controverts it in the plainest terms. Yet it is
taught from century to century as something ever new and precious, and in the resulting darkness the enormous conceit is allowed to go unchallenged.9

The great dualism which separates man from nature so that he may regard it as
his property and storehouse is so wrong, from Muir's system-perceiving point of
view, that he hardly knows how to confront it. The universe is wild, through and
through; it is a vast, self-propelled, self-governing culture of interaction. Nothing can stand apart from this and order other parts for its own satisfaction.
Wildness is not chaos which needs to be brought to order but is perfect order
already.
We are governed more than we know, and most when we are wildest. Plants, animals, and stars are all kept in place, bridled along appointed ways, with one another,
and through the midst of one another - killing and being killed, eating and being
eaten, in harmonious proportions and quantities. 10

What Muir proposes here, and what is the theme behind all his writings, is
not simply a new idea but a major shift in consciousness. System- ecosystemis total, and includes us, and should illuminate our every perception and moral
choice. If it did, we would be enlightened.
For John Muir, the ecological vision was concrete and intimate. More important, perhaps above all, it was joyful. The contemporary Zen teacher Joshu
Sasaki Roshi, speaking of enlightenment and attributing to it the realization that
nothing is external, has said, "When body and mind become one, the world of
source appears." 11 This unified state of being describes Muir at his best. His expression is emotional, physical, and intellectual all at once, and at its most intense suggests not an observer but something like a portion of the great continuity come to voice. On] uly 7, 1869, he wrote a passage in his journal which for
sheer happiness, the radiance which comes from having touched the world of
source, might be a sort of beacon in American literature:
Never while anything is left of me shall this first camp be forgotten. It has fairly
grown into me, not merely as memory pictures, but as part and parcel of mind and
body alike. The deep hopper-like hollow, with its majestic trees through which all
the wonderful nights the stars poured their beauty. The flowery wildness of the high
steep slope toward Brown's Flat, and its bloom-fragrance descending at the close of
the still days . . . . The great sun-gold noons, the alabaster cloud-mountains, the
landscape beaming with consciousness like the face of a god. 12

9. John Muir, "Wild Wool, " Overland Monthly, V (April1875), 364.
Ibid.
11. Joshu Sasaki Roshi, Buddha is the Center of Gravity (San Cristobal, N.M.: Lama Foundation, 1974), 76.
12. Muir, My First Summer in the Sierra, 83-85 .
10.
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JOHN MUIR AND THE HUMAN PART
OF THE MOUNTAIN'S DESTINY*
DONALD WESLING

In a note written in 1875, John Muir asked: "What then is coming? What is the
human part of the mountain's destiny?" 1 Though Muir spent the rest of his life developing ethical answers, the question remained, of course, in the strictest sense
unanswerable - both as personal quandary and as national policy. Here our interest may linger rather on the question itself and the questioner, because Muir
is one of the few Americans alive in 1875 able even to formulate the difficulties
· of a wilderness ethic. Only within the last century have our concepts of human
time and geologic time coincided enough to permit us to ask, with Muir's help,
"How long will the mountains last, expressed in the days and years that measure
man's survival? " Muir's own phrasing concerns the duration of time, but his emphasis is on the mountains rather than upon men. Muir is the voice of the
mountain, spokesman for earth that abides.
From 1875, when such questions as Muir's begin to be asked, may perhaps be
dated the intellectual origins of the American conservation movement. While
Muir could not answer his own question about time and the duration of mountains, the question was always fundamental in his writing. It was not, however, so
*Portions of this article have appeared as a section of the introduction to john Muir: To
Yosemite and Beyond, published by the University of Wisconsin Press in 1980, © 1980 by the
Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System, and are used by permission.
1. John Muir, Notebook, June-September 1875, Box 20.3, John Muir Papers, University of the Pacific UMP, UOP) .

Donald Westing has been an Associate Professor of English at the Umversity of California at San Diego
since 1970. A native of Buffalo, New York, he received his Ph.D. from Harvard in 1965. Included
among his published works is John Muir, To Yosemite and Beyond, an anthology edited with
Robert Engberg.
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much a question to be answered in the formal way, as an issue to be lived andsplendidly - explored. Even though the answer did not show itself to him,
Muir's work and example have made him inseparable from the human part of the
mountain's destiny.
Muir's method was the method of the English Romantics and ofJohn Ruskin.
He shared with these a hope that when man describes the world of nature even in a technological society- he somehow involves himself with it so that we
may, at best, relate our sense of fact to a sense of value. The premise behind
Muir's method is American. Muir's version of nineteenth-century landscape engages, as Ruskin's does not, notions of frontier and of wilderness which are specific to American experience. As the frontier was closed off in the 1880s, and the
wilderness and its savages and animals and trees were lost, certain aspects of absolute otherness on the American continent were lost. And as one wild thing after another was tamed by the onrush of civilization, lost too was the notion that
America could forge a fresh and original accommodation with nature. The pioneers' answer to the mild threat of the native Indian was to pen him in reservations: after all, wasn't the red man something less than human? When the pioneers saw something different, in people or in landscape, they could not let it
alone, they could not study it, they could not honor its separateness from themselves.2
Muir recalled his father's discussions of "the Indian Question" with a Scotch
friend named George Mair. Mair had deplored the fact that the Indians, "children of nature" who lived from the soil, hunted, fished, and cultivated corn, were
being expelled from their land and pushed "into narrower and narrower limits
by alien races" until "starvation stared them in the face." The elder Muir responded "in religious confidence" that God could never have allowed "Indians
to ramble over the country, living off game, and keep possession of this fertile
soil, which the Scotch and Irish and Norwegian farmers could put to so much
better use." Indians required thousands of acres for their families, while "Godfearing farmers" could support "ten or a hundred times more people in a worthier and more honorable manner" and spread the gospel at the same time.
Mair's rebuttal noted that the earliest frontier farmers utilized agricultural
methods which were "very crude and rude and experimental in many ways."
How would these farmers, many of whom had previously been "merchants and
mechanics and servants" like to have "trained specially educated farmers" arrive
and drive them off of their homes? The same argument Muir had made demonstrated that God "never could have intended such ignorant unprofitable devastating farmers as we were" to occupy land where "scientific farmers" could raise
much more. Surely the Lord would have intended that "we should be driven out
by those who could make a right worthy use of the soil."
John Muir recalled that he favored Mair's argument. His father's position was
"simply an example of the rule of might with but little or no thought for the
right or welfare of the other fellow if weaker." The "true ownership of the wilderness" belonged "in the highest degree to those who love it most." "The contemplation of a beautiful landscape," he continued, "excites the highest spiritual
pleasure in us, and another and another, and thousands following find and reap
2. The subject of the domination of nature is pursued at length in Frederick Turner's
Beyond Geography: The Western Spirit Against the Wilderness (New York: Viking Press, 1980}.
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crop after crop of this enriching beauty without impoverishing either the landscape, the soil, or his neighbor . .. . " Most real estate was of "this eternal
beauty sort," he noted, which was "too often held of no account." Unfortunately
many neighbors "took up and sweated and grubbed themselves into their
graves" working a quarter section of land, where "they might better have earned
bread and raiment "on a t enth as much with leisure to feed and grow on God's
imperishable truth and beauty bread and lay up treasure in heaven."
The early settlers of the wilderness saw the land solely as supplier of raw material to be dominated, a producer of wealth to be consumed. Muir's father was
one of these first settlers of Wisconsin, typical of other pioneers in the way he
exhausted a parcel of land, and then moved on to another. Land, wife, even children were objects, according to the elder Muir, to be manipulated. 3
The passage, written in 1908, shows how even as a boy Muir entered the argument on the side of Mr: Mair rather than defend his own father. Long before
he came to Yosemite, Muir seems to have had a rather firm notion of how we
should treat our natural resources. There is a continuity of thought from the boy
in Wisconsin, to the emerging naturalist and writer in Yosemite Valley in the
early 1870s, to the old man writing autobiography in these pages of 1908. We
cannot treat the emergent, ecstatic man, whose voice we hear in the early journals, as the only or best Muir - seeing the older man as losing intensity and selling out to external pressures. We would be equally wrong if we lost sight of the
emergent Muir in our concern for the public or ethical man, the conservationist.
There may be breaks in the skein that binds the visionary naturalist of the 1870s
to the renowned authority of the later years, but the linkage is there and can be
demonstrated.
An early, bitter crisis of personality was necessary for those few Americans
like Thoreau and Muir who managed to live outside the dominant stereotype of
a nature that menaced man. Thoreau and Muir viewed the wild frontier not so
much as a place as a state of mind. Their exemplary relation to the natural scene,
permitting things to be, even dignifying them as teachers in an outdoor university, was something new - an ability to understand wilderness as value, as ethics,
health, discovery, instruction. The irony, of course, is that just as the wilderness
is being overrun and dominated writers begin to see potential value being
threatened, and for the first time in human history make wilderness available for
thought.
To Muir for one, then, to call something wild was to render it the highest
praise. To label a stream or mountain peak wild was to join in harmony the nonhuman world of nature with the conscious experience of man. One aspect of our
living intelligence can find its birth in our wilderness experience. Muir knew
what his journeys in the Yosemite region had accomplished for him, and he recognized the virtue of such trips for all persons in the cleansing power they
would effect. At the same time, usually Muir did not attack civilization - he
merely defended the wilderness in its richest potential for man.
The belief was reflected in his style, the narrative form in which his words
come to us. While Muir is the first-person-singular hero of all his narratives, his
presence does not intrude on the scene. Nature is the real subject, the character
he is trying to develop. Muir himself, while always present, remains in the back3.

60

Pelican Bay Lodge Manuscript, 1908, pp. 236-~9 , Box 3i .7, JMP, UOP.

T H E

P AC I F IC

HISTOR IAN

ground, sharing his observations but taking none of the attention away from the
true subject of his discourse.
Several of the points just touched upon are ably treated in Michael P. Cohen's
1973 dissertation, whose title The Pathless Way, beams a welcome highlight on
Muir's sense of wilderness as innovative possibility. 4 Wilderness thinking is exploration beyond the reaches of the conventional, the movement from the known to
the wild, culture to nature. Earthquake and avalanche, grizzly bear and rattlesnake, were not for Muir threats against his superior selfhood, but rather the
most dramatic instructors in the university of the wilderness. These, along with
the sunset, alpenglow, massing clouds, waterfall-mist, aurora borealis, windstorm, snow banner, forest fire, were really nature's aesthetic media, each evoking its own elated tone of consciousness. "This glorious show," he said, "is eternal." To know nature's scenes without fear is, for Muir, to learn new possibilities
for the self. For the city-dwelling modern person, harnessed to clock-time, these
scenes would create a renewal because they make real to our senses that our
body- irf Michael P. Cohen's fine words (p. 146) which echo Muir's own of the
1870s- is "a sponge steeped in immortality . . . and represents an acceptance
of immortality in the world." Between the lines of some of his letters to his son,
the father, Daniel Muir, rightly understands the challenge of John's heretical,
Romantic doctrine of immanence to his own transcendental Calvinism. And yet
John Muir, schooled in his father's Scottish rigor, would never present wilderness thinking as mere aesthetic self-indulgence. "We must labor," he said, "for
beauty as for bread." His statement is at once a radical redefinition of the nature
of the wilderness, the category of the aesthetic, and the force of human labor.
Here, then, are the reasons why Muir reigns as Elder of the Tribe of the conservationists, why his "part in the mountain's destiny" is that of founder and exemplary spokesman. Here, too, is the material to tell us that the years up to
1875 led Muir, step by step, to the attitudes and actions of the busy years that
followed. Here, likewise, we can detect the roots of the ethical concerns that
first germinated in the 1860s but developed into the mature concepts of Muir's
later years.
What Muir did and what Muir wrote about represent the beginning of the
American conservation movement. He formed for us the first definition of wilderness, and his work defended and popularized wild nature.
A large question about the wilderness and about our attitude toward it still
remains. On the evidence that during Muir's time (and in part because of his
writings) our concepts of the wilderness began to change, we are forced to accept the rather troubling conclusion that the ultimate "good" in nature results
from how we think about it. We once believed nature was an opponent to subdue. But gradually in Muir's historical moment people came to see that the wilderness offered a rich field for renewing the human spirit. Apparently wilderness
is itself a culturally-determined good. If it was invented, it can be superceded.
In his recent statement on "The Future of Wildness" for the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, Roderick Nash has looked beyond Muir's moment
and ours. 5 Nash presents the changing relation of wildness and civilization as two
4. Michael P . Cohen, "The Pathless Way: Style and Rhetoric in the Writing of John
Muir, " unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, Irvine, 1973.
5. Roderick Nash, "The Future of Wildness: A Problem Statement," Bulletin of the
American Academy of Arts and Sciences 3, No. 8 (May 1978), 18-24.
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The death of wilderness

zs as assured in areas where it ts "managed to death .

.

lines intersecting at 1890, the year, according to the Census Bureau, the frontier
ended, and shows how "the curve for wildness continues to drop after the zenith
of technological civilization is past . . . . the wild world as we know it may well
vanish as a meaningful factor in the cultures and ecosystems of most of the
world."
Warning against "facile cheerleading for or against the wild," Nash sketches
two scenarios as ways of thinking about the end of the wild - the wasteland scenario, nature destroyed by civilization ("conventional conservation wisdom"),
and the more dangerous garden scenario, which also "ends wildness, but beneficially rather than destructively." The point is that "wildness is just as dead in the
garden as it is in the wasteland," and that in our national parks and designated
wilderness areas the wild is "being loved to death and managed to death." To a
degree, of course, Muir saw all this coming, and yet in the "Indian Question"
passage quoted above, he can only imagine "thousands" visiting wild places not millions.
We can look at wilderness from two angles - as a good in itself, or as a recreation area for the people in an advanced business civilization. During his lifetime, Muir held one position and then the other. In his split with Gifford
Pinchot over the issue of how to manage our forests, Muir finally came out for
strict preservation rather than the so-called "wise use" of our natural resources.
Throughout his career, he lived and wrote basically out of the contradiction. It is
the essence of his originality to be one of the first to do so. "The wild" was thus
not, for Muir or those who followed him, a simple good. It was rather an essentially debatable concept like democracy or religion. To say this is not to question
but to describe the nature of his example.
Muir, in the end, could not give a firm answer to his own question as to what
part man plays in the destiny of the mountain. But the real conflict here is not
between the conservationist and those who want to dominate nature entirely,
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. . . as zt is where it has suffered from the devastation brought about by man."

but between the forces in the conservation movement itself who feel that wilderness should be opened to "low-impact" use as a recreation area for man and the others, more radical in their view, who want to keep the wild virgin and
untouched. Muir contains within himself the divergent emphases, and he is the
first to live out and address the ethical dilemma. It is in this profounder sense
that he is at the origin of the American conservation movement.
So in its dilemmas as in its affirmations, the lines from a wilderness philosophy to a conservationist ethic are very direct. If we can keep the wilderness
wild we keep available our place of restoration; better yet, we show how truly
civilized we are by protecting non-human nature for its own sake. For Muir, the
test of the quality of civilization - its possibility of survival - was its ability to
protect the wilderness and keep it wild. Emerson once wrote, in a Darwinian
mood, "Nature has made up her mind that what cannot defend itself shall not be
defended" - but Muir's life-work was to bring a rampant technological culture
back into touch with nature and wherever pertinent to overcome the cry for
domination.
He would protect nature against man in order to keep man most fully human.
The idea was, on the face of it, modest; to defend it he had to get his hands dirty
with actual social policies. He had to become a public man, a controversialist
and, not incidentally, a legend: thus something less than the remote mountaieerof 1868-1875, but more human and more significant. To care for his mountains and his COl;lntrymen, Muir adopted the writing methods and tones of the
Victorian Sage, showing others how to see, feel, know, and experience. After
1875 he set out to train others to become, like him, self-taught teachers in the
university of the wilderness. Thus it is that his books and other writings, which
seem to be about the modest subjects of walking and noticing, are in reality
treatises about how to experience one's experience, ultimately about how to live
within- and against- a society which is rapidly being devoured by technology.
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The clash reflecting most dramatically opposing attitudes toward wzlderness in Muir's day occured when the city of San Francisco attempted to gain permission to dam the Hetch Hetchy
Valley in Yosemite to satisfy its need for a water supply. The illustration above shows Hetch
Hetchy as it appeared about 1918. The illustration on the facing page reflects Hetch Hetchy
today. john Muir once noted: "The battle for conservation will go on endlessly. It is part of the
universal warfare between right and wrong."

JOHN MUIR, THE SIERRA CLUB,
AND THE FORMULATION
OF THE WILDERNESS CONCEPT
HOLWAY R. JONES

Walking briskly out of the Central Pacific Railroad terminal at the foot of Market Street came a lithe, thin, bearded gentleman. His blue eyes missed little.
Perhaps he picked up the morning Chronicle as he hurried out into the sunshine
of that Saturday morning, May 28, 1892. Would he be interested in any of these
headlines? - "Kansas Swept by Cyclone, Fifty People Killed; Floods in Arkansas; 220 Acres Purchased in Mexico by an American Syndicate to Open a Monte
Carlo." More likely, this gentleman moved rapidly up Market Street to his destination seven blocks away, not even stopping to board a cable car ready to jostle
him wind-blown to the corner of Sansome and California Streets. He was, this
Saturday, hiking through the "canyons" of San Francisco to Attorney Warren
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Olney's Sansome Street Office hoping "to do something for wildness and make
the mountains glad." 1
In his fifty-fourth year, still actively working his Alhambra Valley ranch, John
Muir had traveled across the Bay by ferry to participate in the organization of a
mountain club that would also aid in the defense of Yosemite Park. This Saturday morning was the culmination of several months' discussion among professors at the University of California and Stanford University and a few business .
associates. Attorney Olney's office had been chosen because of its central location and because a sympathetic lawyer was needed who could prepare the articles
1. Muir to]. Henry Senger, May 22, 1892, copy in William E. Colby Papers, Bancroft
Library. Reproduced in Joseph N. LeConte, "The Sierra Club," Sierra Club Bulletin, 10 0anuary
1917), 138.

Holway R . jones received his Master of Arts degree in American History from the University of Califorma, Berkeley in 1957. He is presently Professor and Head Reference Librartan at the University of
Oregon in Eugene. An active participant in the affairs of the Sierra Club, Mr. jones formerly served on
the organization's Board of Directors and has also been chairman of the club's Publications and Wilderness committees. Author ofJohn Muir and the Sierra Club: the Battle for Yosemite, Mr. jones is
preparing a second volume covering the activities of the Sierra Club from the time of Muir's death up to
World War II.
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of incorporation and bylaws in correct form. Who attended the first organizational meeting is unknown, since no record exists. The only evidence that Muir
attended the May 28 meeting comes from a May 10 letter to Professor]. Henry
Senger at Berkeley. "You may count on me as a member and as willing to do all
in my power to further the interests of such a club." 2 In a second letter dated the
Saturday before the 28th Muir said he would "gladly attend the meeting on Saturday next at Mr. Olney's office." 3
What happened that Saturday morning can only be conjecture. Very few club
records survived the earthquake and holocaust that gutted and blackened the
Mills Building 14 years later. It would be fascinating to know what was said in
Room 7 of 101 Sansome Street that day. On the other hand, there may have
been no recording secretary; Olney may simply have taken his own notes as prospective members contributed points, or Olney may have worked from a prepared draft to which those in attendance acquiesced or recommended changes.
Warren Olney, who had arrived in California the same year as Muir, met the
latter in painter William Keith's new studio at 115 Kearney Street. Keith, of
course, was one of Muir's dearest friends, a fellow Scotsman and artist, whom he
had met in 1872 in Yosemite. Sometime late in 1889 or early 1890, Muir chanced to be visiting Keith when Olney walked in, as was frequently his custom at
noon-time or on his afternoon walk from his nearby Sansome Street office. This
meeting of congenial associates, all of whom had hiked and camped in the California Sierra, soon drew others into informal conversation, often over lunch at
the California Market restaurant. When the group grew too large for Keith's
cluttered studio, these informal gatherings moved to Olney's office. It is not surprising, then, that the formation of a Sierra Club should be consummated in a
law office or that agreement on purposes and structure should be so easily obtained on May 28 . The formal "signing" date was set one week later.
Muir and twenty-six others - all men, it may be noted - gathered in Olney's
office on June 4 for the ceremony. The Articles of Incorporation were signed.
Muir was elected president, and by the following winter this nucleus had grown
to 28 3 charter members, among them many prominent Bay Area professors,
scientists, politicians, and business leaders. The Yosemite "defense association"
which Muir's eastern editor had advised forming over a year earlier was at long
last a reality. A friend of the Muirs, young Samuel Merrill, who visited the ranch
during this period, later wrote that he had never seen Muir so animated and happy as the evening he returned from San Francisco to announce at the dinner
table the formation of the Sierra Club.4
Could there have been anyone else among those twenty-seven signers for the
presidency? I doubt it. Muir was not only the manifest spiritual leader; he had
proven his mettle as a publicist of the preservation movement. As its fast-learning political guru as well, he had an experienced teacher, wise in the ways of the
eastern political scene, in editor Robert Underwood Johnson. Johnson, was associated with Century Magazine and its predecessor Scribner's Monthly for nearly forty
2. Muir to Senger, May 10, 1892, copy in Colby Papers.
3. Muir to Senger, May 22, 1892 . ]. H. Senger and William D. Armes to Muir, May 25,
1892, John Muir Papers, University of the Pacific UMP, UOP], indicated that Muir was to preside at the May 28 meeting.
4. Samuel Merrill, "Personal Recollections of John Muir," Sierra Club Bulletin, 13 (February 1928), 29 .
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Warren Olney, a San Francisco attorney,
prepared the Sierra Club's articles of incorporation. He was also the club's initial First
Vice- President

years. These magazines were important in the development of American literature and were widely read. Not only were they characterized by the highest aesthetic and moral ideals, but they were often an effective force in political and social reform. 5 During an 1889 trip to the West Coast to contact writers for forthcoming series in Century, Johnson called on Muir, whose "The Humming Bird of
the California Waterfalls," in the February 1878 Scribner's Monthly he had greatly
admired. Could he stimulate this one-time contributor to further production?
Yes, he could. But Muir, who could be persuasive, too, convinced Johnsonnever much of a mountaineer - to go with him to Yosemite.
A greater contrast between two men could scarcely be imagined. Johnson was
taller than Muir and younger by fifteen years, but his body had never been subjected to the muscle-hardening experience of a. raw, pioneer farm, nor the hardships of mountain exploration. His life centered in New York, and one can guess
that his trepidation of the wilds of Yosemite perhaps equalled Muir's youthful
fear of the metropolis-on-the-Hudson. 6 Johnson turned out to be a game companion and "charmed" Muir "all the way." 7 Johnson's ability to take ridicule
from the puckish Muir illustrates the firmness of their partnership in literature
and conservation. After leading Johnson up the exceedingly steep three thousand-foot climb beside the Yosemite Falls to gain the upper rim of the Valley,
they rode burros "across the divide" to the Soda Springs at Tuolumne Meadow.
Johnson described the next morning as a "revelation of glory" - a day for new
adventures; he and Muir set off on foot to explore the Tuolumne Gorge "in the
5. Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines, 1865-1885 (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1938), 480.
6. John Muir, A Thousand Mile Walk to the Gulf, ed. William Frederic Bade (Boston and
New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1916), 186.
7. William Frederic Bade, The Life And Letters of john Muir (Boston and New York:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1924), II, 235.
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wildest region ever haunted by the God of Silence." 8 It was here that Johnson
had a "catastrophe among the manzanita tangles." As Johnson later described it:
"The detritus of the wall of the Gorge lay in a confused mass of rocks, varying in
size from a market basket to a dwelling house, and the interstices were overgrown with that objectionable shrub, the manzanita, the soft leaves of which
concealed its iron trunk and branches." Muir crossed the formation with "certainty and alertness" while Johnson "fell and floundered like a bad swimmer," so
Muir gave him "many a helpful hand and cheering word." WhenJohnson needed
to rest, Muir found him "one of the most beautiful spots I have ever seen, where
the rushing river, striking pot-holes in its granite bed, was thrown up into a dozen water wheels twenty feet high!" Back in camp, Johnson reported that Muir
"showered me with little attentions, and after supper he tucked me into my blankets with the tenderness that he gave to children and animals, and we lay by the
fire and revealed our inmost selves . . . until we were overcome by sleep." 9 The
near-sighted Johnson, struggling to protect his eyeglasses whenever he lost his
footing, amused the jocular Muir who teased Johnson unmercifully about this
episode for several years.
In June of 1894, Muir invited the sons of the two Century editors (Richard
Gilder and Johnson) and naturalist John Burroughs to match strides with him in
Yosemite . . . "& wouldn't that be a radiant gang! To attack the Tuolumne
Taluses." 10 Again in 1896 Muir remindedJohnson in his inimitable phraseology:
"Don't you want to go? The taluses will be in full bloom by the time we get there
and few of them are so tangly as those of the Tuolumne - come & I will bend
the barbedpanax horridus out of your way . . . . " 11
By 1889 Johnson probably did not need much urging by Muir. He himself was
a crusader, especially when his fellow crusaders were willing to turn their reforming zeal to good account by writing articles for his magazine. The story of the
famous Soda Springs campfire at which he and Muir plotted the plan for protection of the high mountain watershed surrounding the valley is well known. 12
Johnson was a shrewd political lobbyist as well as keen judge of literary merit. 13
Furthermore, he had "connections" in the right places, particularly on the Public Lands Committee of the Congress and in both the Republican administration
of Benjamin Harrison and in the Cleveland Democratic admiaistration that followed. His friends in the publishing world were equally important, including, for
8. Robert Underwood Johnson, Remembered Yesterdays (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co.,
1923), 283. Muir had written to his wife that how much they would be able to accomplish "will
depend upon the snow, the legs, and the resolution of the Century." Muir to Louie Muir, June 3,
1889, JMP, UOP.
9. Johnson, Remembered Yesterdays, 283-84.
10. Muir to Johnson, June 15, 1894, Johnson Papers, Bancroft Library.
11. Muir to Johnson, April 29, 1896, Johnson Papers.
12. For the accounts of the participants themselves, see Johnson, Remembered Yesterdays,
287 ff. and "The Creation of Yosemite National Park; Letters of John Muir to Robert Underwood Johnson," Sierra Club Bulletin, 29 (October 1944), 49-60. Also, Bade, Life and Letters, II,
235 ff.
13. Herbert F. Smith in his short, but well-done critical analysis of Muir as a writer and
philosopher, turns this around. Referring to the establishment of Yosemite Park he says: "Such
was the influence of The Century Magazine and its brilliant associate editor, however naive johnson
appeared in the bands of crafty old John Muir." (my emphasis). Herbert F. Smith, John Muir (New
York: Twayne Publishers, 1965), 95 .
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example, George Hearst - father of William Randolph Hearst - a senator from
California, who promised that he would aid in the passage of a Yosemite Park
bill. Johnson understood the power of Muir' s pen and convinced him to write
two articles for Century on the Yosemite proposal they h ad hatched at Soda
Springs. With a circulation which "reached its highest point in the closing years
of the eighties, when it ran well over 200,000," Century was extraordinarily influential among the intellectual elite and important congressionalleaders. 14
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Muir's articles in the August and September 1890 issues of Century reached
this efficacious audience just about the time that a substitute Yosemite bill was
considered in Congress. 15 Nevertheless, Century provided an effective educational forum to persuade eastern congressmen. Accompanying the second article was
an engraving of Muir' s carefully drawn map of the proposed park.
What actually happened in Congress is somewhat mysterious. A Yosemite bill
substituted for the original house bill of March 1890 passed both houses the
same day without the customary bill printing and President Harrison signed it
the next day, October 1 . The bill, introduced, passed, and signed in just two
14. Mott, American Magaz ines, 475 .
15. John Muir, " Treasures of the Yosemite, " Century Magazine, 40 (August 1890), 483500, and "Features of the Proposed Yosemite National Park, " Century Magazine, 40 (September
1890), 656-667. The map was enclosed in a letter mailed to Johnson in the spring (Muir to
Johnson, New York, March 4 , 1890, reprinted in the Sierra Club Bulletin, 19 (October 1944, 5154).
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William E. Colby was a veteran of numerous
campaigns over the years on behalf of the environment. His tenure as Secretary of the
Sierra Club lasted nearly half a century,
from 1900-46.

Under the able leadershzp of Robert Underwood johnson, Scribner's Monthly and its
successor, The Century, set the standards
of quality for American magazines for a
quarter of a century.

days, established a high country Yosemite reservation surrounding the state-administered Valley which was virtually township-for-township as Muir had proposed - five times the size of the original Vadever bill introduced in March of
that year and only 46,000 acres smaller than Yellowstone National Park. 16 Surely
this has to be some kind of legislative record, especially as it was accomplished
without grass roots pressure.
John Ise, author of a scholarly history of national park policy, expressed his
incredulity at its speed. "How could this have happened?" he asks, and then
answers his own question:
The park was soon to be the object of denunciations and complaints, of petitions for
abolition, of bills to reduce or abolish; yet there was no objection to its establishment. Were the mining and lumbering and grazing interests and the sportsmen
asleep? It is difficult to understand, but perhaps the speed with which the bill proceeded to passage prevented the commercial interests from mustering their forces.
Also it is likely that men in Congress confused the new park with the Valley, which
was widely known for its magnificence. The committee reports could easily have led
to such confusion. Perhaps the establishment of Sequoia Park a few days before may
have helped to build support for YosemiteY
16. For details, see My john Muir and the Sierra Club: The Battle for Yosemite (San Francisco:
Sierra Club, 1965), 43-47.
17. John Ise, Our National Park Policy: A Critical History (Baltimore: Published for Resources for the Future, Inc. by the Johns Hopkins Press, 1961}, 57-58.
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The substitute bill was curiously titled "Yosemite Forest Reservation, " rather
than "Yosemite National Park," as in the earlier bill. Did the promoters of the
park purposely change the name to confuse their opponents? Is there any possibility that the Southern Pacific Railroad, eager to promote its tourist trade,
might have had a hand in assisting passage of this larger bill? These are intriguing, yet not entirely solvable, questions. At any rate, there was good reason for a
Yosemite defense association. And that association was none other than the
Sierra Club.
No one should mistake today's cosmopolitan Sierra Club for the neophyte
organization of 1892. In contrast to the more than 200,000 members in 1981,
whose environmental concerns are as broad as the definition of that word, the
Sierra Club of the 1890s included only a few hundred members, the great majority of whom lived in the San Francisco Bay Area, frequently knew each other
personally, and whose dominant interest was sharing California's magnificent
Sierra and preserving its wilderness scenery. Yet for that smaller group, as for
today's much larger and more diverse membership, John Muir was the focal
point.
For 22 years Muir served as president of the Sierra Club. A natural question
to ask is: "What impact did he have on the fledgling conservation and mountaineering organization?" And a corollary question: "How well did the early directors carry out Muir's philosophy of wilderness?"
There is no question the Sierra Club directors basked in the reflected glory of
Muir whose reputation, by the time he was elected president, was already assured
in the literary world. He was, however, still in the "youth" of his public action
program. It was in this sphere that the young club was to be tested and that some
directors disagreed with their leader.
As a defender of Yosemite, the Club, as expected, defeated all attempts in the
1890's to reduce the size of the park. On the question of recession of the stateadministered Valley Muir evidently had trouble swinging the directors behind
him. Some were friendly to the state commissioners; others apparently agreed
that the state would lose an important publicity asset in giving up jurisdiction of
the Valley. Whatever the reasons, not until William E. Colby joined the Club
and became active as secretary was there a positive, unified approach to this
question. Muir and Colby together made several trips to lobby in Sacramento. In
the end, after success crowned the Club's campaign, Muir found it necessary to
tell Robert Underwood Johnson- who had kept Muir encouraged all during the
1890's when the case looked hopeless - that Colby was "the only one of all the
club who stood by me in downright effective fighting." 18
In the Retch Hetchy issue, where the question was "invasion" of a national
park for the utilitarian purpose of securing a water supply and future power for
San Francisco, the Club failed Muir. Even the Club referendum in 1910 on
whether Retch Hetchy should be left intact and not used for a reservoir, winning
589 to 161 (out of 1, 300 members), failed to convince many members of the justice of the position held by Muir and by the majority of the board, who agreed
with him. Muir never quite forgave the Club for failing to give him full and unswerving support behind what his heart and mind knew was a "life and death"
struggle for Yosemite.
18. John Mu ir to Johnson, July 16, 1906, reprinted in Bade, Life and Letters, II, 237 .
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On the question of private lands and boundary revlSlon, Muir's associates
who replied to the federal investigative commission fell into a "lapse" in judgment. They regretted that any lands had to be eliminated from the park but recommended that a tier of three townships be removed from the park on the
west. It is difficult to rationalize the fact that in making this recommendation
the Club committee was eliminating the famous Merced Grove of Big Trees
from Yosemite. Either the committee failed to do its homework or they believed
the grove would be safe in the hands of the Forest Service - a possibility almost
beyond credulity, given Muir's opposition to Gifford Pinchot. 19
19. Sierra Club Bulletin, 5 Ganuary 1905), 250-253 . The committee recommended that
northern and southern boundaries be left unchanged and that three separate townships or partial townships be added to the Park on the east. Actually, the forest reserves were not transferred from the Department of the Interior to the Department of Agriculture until February 1,
1905, a few months after the Sierra Club report on the Commission. Pinchot, however, had
been agitating for this transfer since at least 1898, a fact well-known to Muir and his colleagues.
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Muir's role in the Club can also be measured by examining his record of attendance at directors' meetings. Unfortunately, we have a very incomplete record before 1907 - indeed, we do not know how many board meeting there
were from 1892 to 1906. Of the 26 directors' meetings from March 1907 to the
end of 1914, Muir was present for eight, less than one-third. Of course, this does
not begin to measure Muir's impact on Club policy decisions. Colby, Edward T.
Parsons, and Joseph N. LeConte, in particular, served as a conduit to the rest of
the directors for many of Muir's ideas, even though the president was traveling
or toiling in his "scribble den" in Martinez. The directors sometimes took action
without consulting Muir. Muir wrote a rather indignant letter to Colby after
reading the Club "Report on King's Canyon and Vicinity" in which the authors
justify the urge to preserve the area by making comparisons between the two
"Yosemites" of the Kings and the Merced. This raised Muir's ire, especi~lly since
he had not seen the report before it went to press. 20
On the question of making the Sierra more accessible, there is considerable
evidence that Muir really believed more roads should be built into the wilderness. The concluding paragraph of his 1891 article in Century Magazine predicted
that "the time [was] not distant when this wonderful region [would] be opened
to the world - when a road will be built up the South Fork of King's River
through the Sequoia groves, into the great canon and thence across the divide
and down the Middle Fork canon to Tehipitee; thence through the Valley and
down the canon to the confluence of the Middle and South Forks, and up to the
sequoia groves to the point of beginning." 21
In the opening paragraphs of his January 1898 article in Atlantic Monthly, he is
"delighted" by "the tendency" of "thousands of tired, nerve-shaken, over-civilized people" finding out "that going to the mountains is going home" and is willing to admit that "even the scenery habit in its most artificial forms, mixed with
spectacles, silliness, and Kodaks; its devotees arrayed more gorgeously than scarlet tanagers, frightening the wild game with red umbrellas .. . may well be regarded as a hopeful sign of the times." It does not seem to bother Muir that
"good roads" are bringing "all the western mountains . . . still rich in wilderness
. . . nearer civilization every year. " 22 A decade later he embraced the same ideas
- at least he did not choose to change these paragraphs when editing his earlier
magazine articles for Houghton Mifflin's revised and enlarged edition of Our National Parks published in 1909.
Muir was present at the second National Parks Conference held in Yosemite
Valley in October 1912, at which the pressing issue of allowing automobiles onto the floor of the Valley was argued. Muir himself did not speak at the conference, but he certainly listened to William Colby's comment that automobiles
should come into the Valley "when the time comes, because we think the automobile adds a great zest to travel and we are primarily interested in the increase
20. Sierra Club Bulletin, 6 Ganuary 1907), 15-25. Also note 125, referring to Muir's objection. The letter to Colby, January 15, 1907, is printed in Frederic R. Gunsky, ed. , Selected
Writings ofjohn Muir South of Yosemite (Garden City, N.Y.: American Museum of Natural History,
1968), 254.
21. John Muir, "A Rival of the Yosemite: The Canon of the South Fork of the King's
River, California," Century Magazine, 43 (November 1891), 97.
22. John Muir, "The Wild Parks and Forest Reservations of the West," The Atlantic
Monthly, 81 Ganuary 1898), 15-16.
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of travel to these parks." 23 The secretary of the Sierra Club favored letting cars
drive along the rim of the Valley to Glacier Point and saw no harm in mixing
cars and horses on Yosemite roads.
In subsequent correspondence with a G. Frederick Schwarz, Colby noted that
"this matter has received careful thought and consideration by both Mr. Muir and
myself," (emphasis added). He explained to Schwarz why he favored the entry of
automobiles in Yosemite: first, automobiles would mean an increase in travel so
Congress would be more generous in park appropriations; second, horses were
not strong enough to pull the increasingly heavy supply and tourist loads to the
Valley, yet electrical rail lines were inappropriate also because of unsightly poles
and tracks; and third, the automobile was a new force in civilization; to oppose
its use would weaken the conservationist cause and "give our detractors the opportunity of calling us visionary, fakirs, etc." 24
As the representative of the American Alpine Club, Muir reported on the
conference to Secretary Howard Palmer:
.. . the great question, "Shall automobiles be allowed to enter Yosemite?" .. .
overshadowed all others, and a prodigious lot of gaseous commercial eloquence was
spent upon it by auto-club delegates from near and far.
The principal objection urged against the puffing machines was that on the steep
Yosemite grades, they would cause serious accidents. The machine men roared in
reply that far fewer park-going people would be killed or wounded by the auto way
than by the old prehistoric wagon way. All signs indicate automobile victory, and
doubtless under certain precautionary restrictions, these useful, progressive, bluntnosed mechanical beetles will hereafter be allowed to puff their way into all the
parks and mingle their gas-breath with the breath of the pines and waterfalls, and
from the mountaineer's standpoint, with but little harm or good. 25

Muir lamented the fact that in preparing for the Panama-Pacific International
Exposition to celebrate the opening of the Canal so much emphasis had to be
placed upon improvement of roads, repair of hotels and camp buildings, thus
losing sight of the park itself "as if its thousand square miles of wonderful canyons, glaciers, forest, and songful falling rivers had no existence." Muir singled
out Colby and Richard Watrous, secretary of the American Civic Association, as
among " the few mountaineers present who got in a word now and then for
park protection from commercial invasion like that . . . threatening Retch
Hetchy. " 26
Muir's attitude toward the automobile seems unbelievable today, unless we
put ourselves back in Muir's day and realize that this was the era of the burgeoning automobile industry, in which the car provided a freedom of choice for the
individual never before offered - this invention had fascination and power even
for persons of Muir's persuasion and sensitivity to nature. Yet Muir went even
further in accommodating the automobile:
In the development of the Park a road is needed from the Valley along the upper
canyon of the Merced, across the head of Tuolumne Meadows, down the great Tu23.

Proceedings of the National Parks Conference Held at Yosemite National Park on October 14-

16, 1912 (Washington, D.C.: 1913), 139.

24. Colby to G. Frederic Schwarz, July 31, 1913, Sierra Club Archives, Bancroft
Library.
25. Muir to Howard Palmer, December 12, 1913, American Alpine Club Archives, New
York. Reprinted in Bade, Life and Letters, II, 378-80.
26. Ibid.
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olumne Canyon to Hetch Hetchy Valley, and thence back to Yosemite by the Big
Oak Flat Road. 27

His only justification for this "radical" suggestion is that "good walkers can go
anywhere in these hospitable mountains without artificial ways. But most visitors have to be rolled on wheels with blankets and kitchen arrangements."
In the context of the times, these statements by Muir and Colby are not surprising. Park administrators were under severe pressure to open these sacred
lands to the snort and chug of the "blunt-nosed mechanical beetles." A Stanley
Steamer had been the first car to enter the Valley in 1900, and a few others ventured in during the era of state control. In 1907, however, Acting Superintendent Harry C. Benson stopped all further automobile encroachment into the
Valley - a decree upheld through the Roosevelt and Taft administrations. This
only angered many automobile supporters and increased the pressures further,
especially as cars had been admitted to Mt. Ranier (1908), General Grant (1910),
Crater Lake (1911), and Glacier (1912) parks. 28
By the time of the 1912 conference in Yosemite, the debate had reached a
crescendo. One participant, former Senator Frank Flint, spoke for the Automobile Club of Southern California. He testified that nearly 85,000 automobiles
were registered in California, second only to New York State, that the Auto Club
was the largest organization of its kind in the world with 4,500 members, and
that in 1911 an estimated 55,000 cars from out of state visited California with at
least 100,000 projected for 1912. 29 In these two years, Californians had purchased 42,000 new car~ . choosing from 110 different makes. 30
In spite of all the evidence, Secretary of the Interior Fisher held firm to his
personal conviction that automobiles should not be allowed on the floor of the
Valley, but President Wilson's appointment of Franklin K. Lane as the new Secretary paved the way for approval which finally came April 30, 1913. There was a
long delay, as printed permit forms did not arrive in the Valley until August 23,
when the automobile once again entered into the heart of Yosemite. One hundred twenty-seven cars entered the Valley between late August and the end of
the tourist season. Another 739 passed the gate in 1914. 31 Three times the latter
number entered the Valley during the San Francisco Panama-Pacific Exposition
and this figure continued to increase each year, jumping dramatically with the
opening of the all-year highway on July 31 , 1926, when 74,885 cars checked in,
causing the Secretary to remark:
This unprecedented travel has resulted in a serious traffic situation. Over the Decoration Day week-end more than 10,000 visitors entered the Park a day, and by noon
of May 30 there were approximately 25,000 people within Yosemite Valley alone. 32
27. Ibid.
28. Robert Shankland, Steve Mather of the National Parks (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1951), 151.
29. Proceedings, 61.
30. Richard G. Lillard, "The Seige and Conquest of a National Park," The American West,
5:1 Uanuary 1968), 68.
31. "Reports of the Department of the Interior for Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1913,"
House Executive Document 1009, 83rd Cong., 2 sess., 1913, I, 729; "Reports of the Department of
the Interior for the Year Ended June 30, 1914," House Executive Document 1475, 83rd Cong., 3
sess., 1914, I, 725.
32. Annual Report of the Secretary of the Interior for the fiscal year 1927 (Washington:
Government Printing Office, 1927), 137.
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Prior to the admission of automobiles into the park, tourists to Yosemite necessarily traveled
via dusty, bumpy stage roads.

After Muir's death Club directors continued to support policies as late as the
1940s which would open portions of the High Sierra to tourist travel. In December 1926 President Walter Huber appointed a road development committee
which met as separate sections in Los Angeles and in Berkeley to formulate its
ideas. William Colby was then asked by the board to incorporate the committee's work and the opinions of board members into a statement representing the
policy of the Club on this subject. Colby did so and published the results in the
Sierra Club Circular.
Today's Sierra Club member would probably bring impeachment proceedings against any director voting for this policy. Under the caption, "Yosemite
Roads," it stated:
While we appreciate that a road up the Tenaya Canyon from Yosemite Valley to a
connecting point with the Tioga Road, near Lake Tenaya, will involve the expenditure of considerable money, nevertheless, the Club feels that this is the only logical
way out of the Valley, that will tend to solve congestion. This branch road will be
open earlier than any other road out of the Valley leading to the High Sierra and will
greatly shorten the time for reaching Tuolumne Meadows and the High Sierra region
in that vicinity. This road would also have great scenic value, passing directly under
the cliffs of Half Dome and Cloud's Rest, up through the granite gorge of the
Tenaya. The club urges the National Park Service to give consideration to this proposal by having the necessary survey made in order to arrive at an estimate of its
probable cost.

This was carrying out Muir's wishes with a vengeance! (It is at least doubtful
that Muir would have approved a road defacing Tenaya Canyon.) But there were
other, only slightly less startling aspects of the policy:
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For the distant future it is suggested that rim roads skirting above the walls of the
Yosemite both to the north and south, as near as may be feasible, with short branch
roads running out on to various scenic points such as El Capitan, Yosemite Point and
Taft Point, with one or more public camps situated back in the edge of the forest at
strategic points, might tend to relieve some of the congestion in the valley. 33

Even though visitors to the Valley on that 1927 Memorial Day weekend were
only a few thousand short of the crowds which became a common summer
weekend experience in the 1950s, no one seemed then to think of the one solution that is now proposed by most conservationists for the Yosemite Master
Plan: removal of the private automobile from the Valley.
The Club's policy on road development also spoke to the issue of cross-Sierra
highways, favoring improvements of the existing Sonora Pass, Tioga, and
Walker Pass roads. More significant, the policy seemed to acquiesce in, if not
explicitly approve, future highways over Mammoth Pass, Piute Pass (thus rendering Evolution and Humphrey basins accessible), and a trans-Sierra road immediately south of the main Kern River Canyon and Mt. Whitney.
3 3.

" Policy of the Sierra Club on Road Construction in the Sierra, " Sierra Club Circular

no. 25 (May-June 1927), 4-5 .

The advent of automobile travel to Yosemite Valley brought with it a tremendous increase in
the number of park visitors. Crowded roads have been a feature of valley summer weekends
since the 1920s.
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In a recent interview, attorney Richard M. Leonard, who as a young man in
the 1930s worked with Colby and eventually succeeded him as secretary of the
Club, leaves the impression that there is a distinction to be made between Colby
and Muir on the question of opening the high mountains to more roads and
tourists. Colby resigned in his forty-ninth year as a Club director, recalled
Leonard,
Because Dave Brower and I - the Young Turks- brought about the revolt of seven
or eight of the directors that blocked the road into Kings Canyon National Park
from going into the upper part of the King's River Canyon. John Muir felt, Colby
said, that everybody should see the mountains, Dave and I felt that Muir was an intelligent enough man . . . that he would recognize that sixty years later there were
already so many people enjoying the mountains that they were overloading them
and beginning to damage the beautiful country. We thought that the roads would be
harmful. 34

Leonard's comment is fascinating in light of subsequent changes in Club policy related to roads in wilderness and national parks. In 194 7 the directors rescinded the policy regarding roads across the Sierra, while quietly ignoring earlier statements on new roads in Yosemite National Park. 35
Not until1951, however, did Club by-laws change from "to explore, enjoy
and render accessible the mountain regions of the Pacific Coast" to ". . . explore,
enjoy, and preserve the Sierra Nevada and other scenic resources of the United
States . . . . " (emphasis mine) . 36
In spite of some lapses in carrying out Muir's "personal thought" on wilderness, the record of the Club, by and large, is remarkably close to his philosophy.
Certainly the inaccurate statement made by a recent biographer of Muir,
Brower, and others that " . . . the Sierra Club had not won a single major environmental battle in the thirty-eight years since Muir's death" strays far from historical truth. 37 The fact is that after Muir's death Club directors acted on anumber of issues involving the preservation of wild lands, one so major that it resulted in 1940 in the establishment of Kings Canyon National Park, vindicating
Muir's vision of the 1870s.
A more accurate assessment of the Club would seem to be William Everhart's
story about the World War I Secretary of the Interior who, upon ordering that
50,000 sheep be allowed to graze in Yosemite Park, responded to the protests of
the National Park Service's Stephen Mather by declaring, "This is war!" then, reflecting upon the awesome decision he had just made, added, "But don't let the
Sierra Club find out." 38 Muir would have been proud that the Club he helped to
found had such a reputation!
34. Interview "Richard M. Leonard: Mountaineer, Lawyer, Environmentalist." Conducted by Susan R. Schrepfer. (Regional Oral History Office, Bancroft Library, University of
Calilfornia, 1975), I, 19; II, 409-410.
35. For background, see David R. Brower, "Sierra Roads and the Sierra Wilderness,"
statement before Joint Meeting of the Fresno and Madera County Supervisors, Fresno, April
20, 1956,in Sierra Club Pamphlets, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
36. Sierra Club, Minutes of a Regular Meeting of the Board of Directors, February 17, 1951, 5
and attachment.
37 . Peter Wild, Pioneer Conservationists of Western America (Missoula, Mont.: Mountain
Press Publishing Company, 1979), 154.
38. William C. Everhart, The National Park Service (New York: Praeger, 1972), 196.
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THE MARTINEZ YEARS:
The Family Life and Letters ofjohn Muir
P.J. RYAN

John Muir's relations with his family were rich, sometimes tumultuous, and ran
like a river through his life. Like all of us, he was partially bound by his genetic heritage, but he was also shaped and molded by his family experiences in Scotland, in
Wisconsin, and finally in the Alhambra Valley in California. His sense of love,
duty, and obligation for his parents, siblings, wife, children, and even his in-laws
shaped him perhaps as much as did the Sierra.
The Martinez home in which John Muir lived during the last twenty-four years
of his life had been built in 1882 by Muir's father-in-law, John Strentzel. Muir and
his bride lived in a small but comfortable Dutch colonial home a mile away from
1880 until Dr. Strentzel's death in 1890. At that time Muir, his wife, and daughters
Wanda and Helen moved into the larger Victorian residence where they lived until
Muir's death in 1914.
Not all Muir's contemporaries understood or appreciated him. Today, with the
liberation of both sexes, we no longer put such heavy emphasis on a husband and
wife being in close proximity. However, a turn-of-the-century farming community
such as Martinez, California, viewed things differently. If a person chose to be a pillar of the community, he stayed close to the family hearth in all seasons. He accompanied his wife to church and to social events that the town provided. On the
other hand, if he chose to be considered a bit rakish, he might belly up to the bar
with the boys on Saturday night. Muir chose neither role, and this confused the
townspeople of Martinez.
To be sure Muir did do many of the things expected of a leading citizen. When
the great earthquake of 1906 destroyed the Martinez library, he was among the
PJ Ryan is park historian at the john Muir National Historic Site in Martinez. Born in South Dak(}ta and an alumnus of Arizona State University, Mr. Ryan has served as interpreter and park ranger at
eight national parks and monuments during his twenty years with the National Park Service.
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Mary Muir Hand was one of john Muir's
five sisters. Known also for her artistic renderings of family members (see cover), Mrs.
Hand's collection of correspondence recently
donated to the john Muir Historic Site offers an intimate portrayal of the naturalist's
family ties.

most generous subscribers for its rebuilding. He asked his ranch foreman to keep·
his eye open for any sick or needy families in Martinez, and Muir supplied several
with enough money to tide them over.
But still Muir was not loved by Martinians who considered him strange. Residents complain to this day that he introduced an incredibly pernicious exotic perennial from Australia into Martinez and the Alhambra Valley. Moreover, some of
the turn-of-the-century Martinians thought of him as stuck up and standoffish.
One of the pleasures of owning an automobile in a small country town was the joy
of driving down a rural lane and offering rides to awestruck pedestrians. Muir refused to be awestruck. At age 70 he still loved to walk and would impatiently wave
on would-be chauffers, even though he had nothing against them or their cars.
Among many Martinians Muir thus achieved the reputation of an old curmudgeon.
Not, however, among his friends in Martinez. Most specialists are familiar with
the long friendship between Muir and John Swett, the father of California education. Fewer know of Muir's close friendship with the beloved Sheriff Veale of
Contra Costa County. One day he was visiting the sheriff at his office in the county
court house. Veale's seven-year-old daughter Leila happened to be present. She
was curious about Muir but, unlike most, was not at all intimidated by the whitebearded old man as she instinctively realized that he loved children. Leila could
barely contain herself and finally she had to ask: "Mr. Muir, why do people say you
are such a mean old man?" As she recalled years later, Muir threw back his head
and laughed. "Leila, it's this way. I'm an old man with much to do and not much
time left to do it in; those people really don't want to talk to me for what I have to
say. They just want to say that they have talked to John Muir, and I just don't have
the time to waste." And so, as time wore on, the image of John Muir as a self-centered, anti-social nature lover grew like poison oak.
Another, much more sympathetic view of Muir as a family man can be gleaned
from a collection of family letters recently donated to the John Muir National Historic Site by Loretta Newman, the granddaughter of Mary Muir Hand, John Muir's
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sister. The collection consists primarily of letters between Mary and Johanna Muir
and includes delightful love letters between Mary Muir and her fiance Willis Hand.
In September 1895, for example, John wrote his mother to report that after six
weeks in the mountains he was "fairly settled at home again." "I must have been
born a mountaineer," he continues, "and the climbs and Scotchers of boyhood
days about old Dunbar Castle and the roof of our house made fair beginnings."
Eventually he was certain that "old age" would "put an end to scrambling in rocks
and ice," but still he found that he could "climb as well as ever." He was also trying
to write a new book, which he characterized as "harder than mountaineering." He
devoted much of the letter to purely family news, reporting in this instance that
his mother-in-law, Mrs. Strentzel, was "somewhat better," that Maggie looked
"unusually well," and that other relatives had visited the house. "Much love to all,"
he closed, "I wish I could see you." 1
John's relations with his sister Mary were especially close, and much of his
correspondence directed fatherly advice to her. "Work hard and continuously,"
he urged her from Oakland in 1874, "for there is nothing like it." "Yet be sure,"
he continued, "that you do not work fretfully and anxiously" for that could destroy your health. "It is easier to practice mean and hurt economy than a wise
and comfort making one." 2 Years later when Mary had moved east with her husband, Muir urged her to come see the glorious climate and country of California
"and see civilization and the ocean and a wonder or two and get some of your
mossy old provincial crankiness rubbed off." He must have anticipated a negative reaction and countered objections before they could be raised. "Now hold
onto your old Scotch temper," he chided, "and don't get into arguments at this
distance." 3 All the evidence needed to justify a trip west could be found in how
much sister Annie had benefitted from a similar experience.
Mary was a naturally talented artist, but she had a romantic desire to be a
poet. John admitted that many Muirs had tried poetry, but none he had seen was
"worth half a reading." 4 Even David wrote love songs to Katie Cairns on a stump
which his father doubtless meant he should be grubbing out by the roots. The
mask of a Calvinistic upbringing became clear in Muir's suggestions that Mary
"procure good book~ and . . . not fret about your future" as "all your duty will
be made plain." Such assurances did not, however, prevent Muir from handing
out advice. "Practice pencilling more than poetry," he once suggested, noting
that she could "excell in the one but not in the other." 5 Another time John criticized Mary's portrait of their father and suggested that study under William
Keith, "a splendid artist," might be beneficial. 6 As usual Muir was right, for Mary
took his advice, resigned from the "legion of mediocre to bad nineteenth century poets," and became instead a very creditable artist.
Muir wrote Mary several times from Canada. One incredible letter contains as
many words as normal but is written on a piece of paper the size of two postage
1. Letters of September 25, 1895, Loretta Newman Collection, John Muir National
Historic Site.
2. Letter 76, Newman collection.
3. Letter 85, Newman Collection.
4. Letter 69, Newman Collection.
5. Unumbered letter, Newman Collection.
6. Letter 76, Newman Collection.
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john Muir's home, dominant feature of the
historic site in Martinez maintained by the
National Park Service.

john Muir's study or "scribble den" was the
birthplace of many of the books and articles
authored by the naturalzst.

Mr. and Mrs. john Muir with their two daughters, Wanda (left) and Helen (right) outside their
Martinez home.
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stamps, requiring a magnifying glass to read it. 7 In another letter Muir insists
that the name "Muir is better than a trout or rose." "Why?" he is asked. "A
trout," comes the retort, "is a fine fish and the rose is a fine flower, but the word
Muir is Scottish for Moor and that wild country contains trout and wild roses and
the bonnie blooming heather." 8
Correspondence between John and Mary persisted after she moved to Nebraska with her husband. Sometimes he wondered why she had chosen to live in
such a flat area when she could have been painting the mountain scenery of California.9 Mary was not the best letter writer, and Muir often chided her for tardiness. In 1914 Mary was caught in an electrical storm and struck by a bolt of
lightning. Miraculously, she survived to write a long letter about her experience.
Muir replied that lightning seemed the only thing which could induce her to
"write a letter of any kind." 10
Not everything was sweetness and light in the Muir clan. The death of sister
Annie saddened the entire family, although John comforted Mary by reassuring
her that "we have much as a family to be thankful for. Few families as old as ours
are as whole." 11 There was a squabble over the distribution of Annie's estate.
Muir remarked that it was "wonderful how much unworthy ignoble feeling a little money" could stir up and refused to keep his share of the inheritance. 12
Perhaps Muir's most poignant letter was one to his mother scrawled in darkness after an industrial accident. He had been connecting a machine belt, Muir
reported, when he "accidentally thrust the point of a file" into his right eye. As a
result, he was "completely prostrated" and the eye had been lost. "I have been
confined to bed since the accident," he went on, "and for the first two or three
days could not eat or drink a mouthful." Now he was somewhat better, and in a
month or two hoped to be back to work. "I am surprised," he confessed, "that
from apparently so small a shock my whole system should be completely stunned." Fortunately the pain was gone, friends came by to read for him, and he had
everything else needed to assure a "speedy recovery." "You know the worst, so
be patient," he advised the family and "all my friends who care for me." "Do not
fret, I will write again soon." 13
Stories about Muir and his Martinez ranch persisted after his death. One has
been reported to me by a vigorous active man of91, who worked as a ranch hand
for Muir. He was particularly devoted to the family, and after Muir died Christmas Day 1914 agreed to guard the Muir mansion at night to prevent burglary.
The night was pitch black as the fifteen-year-old went to sleep on the floor of the
formal parlor at the request of Wanda Muir Hanna. His mission was protecting
the papers and artifacts. He locked himself in the house, blew out the candle,
pulled up his blankets, and listened to the sounds of the old house creaking in
the wind. Perhaps a scurrying mouse could be heard. Soon after the mantle clock
chimed at eleven, it happened - the bell in the tower rang once, just once. The
youngster sat bold upright, waiting in the darkness, but heard nothing more.
65, Newman Collection.

7.
8.
9.
10.

Letter
Letter
Letter
Letter

11.

Ibid.

12.
13.

Letter 97, Newman Collection.
Letter of March 9, 1867, Newman Collection.

72, Newman Collection.
94, Newman Collection.
108, Newman Collection.
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When the 1906 earthquake damaged the fine marble fireplace in the east p{lrlor, Muir took
the opportunity to replace it with one of brick mission style; this satisfied hzs longing for a
massive hearth in which he could build a "real mountain campfire."

Next morning he was too embarrassed to tell anyone what had happened, fearful
that Mrs. Hanna might think he believed in ghosts which, of course, did not
exist.
The second night was much like the first. The clock again chimed eleven,
then the bell in the tower rang. Once again the terrified youngster pulled the
blanket over his head and prayed for dawn. A check of the bell tower the next
morning found nothing more than a window broken years ago. Perhaps it was
the wind. Each subsequent night was the same: shortly after eleven, the bell
rang.
Finally he c~uld stand the suspense no longer. At a quarter to eleven he lit a
candle and started up the stairs to the attic. The candle threw a quivering flicker
of light over the shadows of all the broken remnants of Strentzel and Muir family
possessions. He gazed about fearfully before proceeding up the stairs into the
bell tower. Two huge yellow eyes stared down at the intruder; there was a rush of
wings; and the bell rang. It was a great horned owl, roosting on top of the bell
out of sight. Each night when the owl flew out to hunt, it pushed off from the
bell causing it to ring just once. John Muir must have known about the owl, but
he never told a soul, and he never fixed the window. 14
Such tales plus Muir's personal correspondence reveal no startling new facts
about John Muir, but they do reveal a human aspect of his life which is too easily
overlooked amid discussions of his writing, his philosophical speculations, and
his environmental crusading. As usual, Muir himself put it best in writing about
14.
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The story was told the author by a former Muir ranch hand who prefers anonymity.
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"He gazed about fearfully before proceeding up the stairs into the bell tower. "
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the death of his father: "In all our devious ways and wanderings we have loved
one another. In any case, we soon will be scattered again and again gathered together. In a few days the snow will be falling on our father's grave and one by
one we will join him in his last rest, all our separate wanderings done forever." 15
15.

William F. Bad~, The Life and Letters ofjohn Muir (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1923),

II, 208 .
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The family cemetery located near the John Muir National Historic Site.
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HONORS COME TO JOHN MUIR IN THE LAND
OF HIS BIRTH
WILLIAM F. KIMES

John McLaren, noted designer of San Francisco's Golden Gate Park, and Philanthropist Andrew Carnegie are among several of Scotland's native sons who
emigrated ·to the United States, became famous, and were honored in their lifetime on return visits to their homeland. Today they are proudly known by most
native Scots. By contrast, America's great naturalist John Muir became famous
during his lifetime and has increased in stature in recent years, but he is practically unknown in the land of his birth. Fortunately, this has begun to change and
he is currently being honored in some unique projects.
In 1967 my wife and I were eager to take a long, leisurely trip to Europe, and
particularly, to make a pilgrimage to the birthplace of John Muir. Just prior to
our hurried departure we wrote the mayor of Dunbar, telling of our forthcoming
visit, and asked if a town historian might guide us to the childhood haunts of
John Muir. We sent along a copy of The Story of My Boyhood and Youth with the
places marked that we wished to see. Upon our arrival in Zurich, we found a letter for us from a Mrs. Violet Kirkwood of Dunbar. Dunbar, she informed us, was
not a town but a "burgh," did not have a mayor but had a Provost, and that she
was the first woman in 600 years to hold the post. Their local historian was Reverend]. S. McMartin who would be glad to guide us to the places we desired to
see. The summer past, we finally arrived in Edinburgh two days before the appointed time. We decided to take a sneak preview of the place we had so long
A graduate of University of the Pacific, William F. Kimes is best known for John Muir, A Reading
Bibliography, co-authored with his wife Maymie. His research on the naturalist has taken him to such
wide ranging locations as Scotland, Alaska, and the Amazon. He was the consultant for the PBS film
Earth, Planet, Universe, as well as for the Muir publications by the National Geographic Society.
The Kimes restde in the M ariposa foothills, not f ar from Yosemite.
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wanted to visit. Out of curiosity, we first went to the library located in the ancient Town House to see if any of Muir's books were available. We found none
but learned inadvertently that the Provost had ordered Muir books from the District Library. They had none but finally obtained some from Plymouth in the
south of England. The Provost was apparently cramming on Muir in preparation
for our visit. With premonition, the librarian suddenly exclaimed, "Why, you
are the couple from America that Mrs. Kirkwood is expecting! I shall call her
immediately. " In spite of our remonstrances not to bother her, the librarian
summoned the Provost. Mrs. Kirkwood had been working in her garden, but she
threw on her coat and hurried down to welcome us. She scolded us for arriving
unannounced, then graciously conducted us on a walking tour of the village,
ending with tea and crumpets at a tiny inn.
On the proper day, we returned for our official visit. As our bus arrived, Mrs.
Kirkwood and Reverend McMartin were waiting to greet us. They drove us to
the castle about which Muir had written so enticingly, and we could see that it
was no doubt here that Muir had gained many of his first mountain-climbing
skills. Then followed a visit to Muir's birthplace, his childhood home, and to the
old stone grammar school he attended.
Mrs. Kirkwood had also arranged a luncheon in our honor at the McGeorge
Hotel. The proprietor, dressed in kilts, welcomed us, as did the officials of the

john Muir was born on the top floor ofthis Dunbar building
Apri/21, 1838.
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council of the burgh. Much of the conversation during the luncheon -was about
their desire to develop Dunbar as a tourist center. We suggested that they might
recognize their famous citizen, John Muir, in some noteworthy way, such as placing a plaque on the site of his birthplace. Mrs. Kirkwood agreed that this was indeed needed, since several visitors from abroad in recent years had inquired
about the location of the birthplace and had even suggested a proper marker.
Other officials concurred and indicated that they would consider it at their next
council meeting. We spent the remainder of the afternoon in the countryside
where Muir "had grown fond of everything wild." Traveling back to Edinburgh,
we were deeply grateful for that memorable day.
On our return to California, we packaged some duplicate books and a number of photographs from out collection, and sent them to the library in Dunbar,
hoping that the citizens there might begin to learn the importance of their illustrious son. In June of 1968, Mrs. Kirkwood wrote: "At our last Council meeting, I brought up the subject of the plaque. Our Burgh Surveyor was able toreport that he had secured several designs, so it shouid not be long now until it is
in position, and certainly as soon as it is, I will let you know. I think the cost will
be about 150 pounds." Later that year she reported that they had "had the plaque
for at least two months;" unfortunately the burgh surveyor had "had a lot on his
plate," because a fire had completely destroyed a shed containing all the burgh
vehicles and clothes. There was also discussion of where to put the plaque. The
shop on one side had a granite front and the other had protruding glass.

An ever expanding household necessitated a move down the street to more spacious quarters.
john Muir lived here until he was eleven; he gained his initial climbing experiences crawling
in and out of roof dormer windows (since removed). Muir's father, Danie~ operated a grain
store on the first floor of the building.
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Mrs. Kirkwood favored it put in the pavement, but that had been ruled out
because vandals had destroyed another similar plaque. Eventually it was decided
to install it on the wall between the two buildings. Subsequently Mrs. Kirkwood
became very ill, and it was the librarian who early in 1969 sent us a photograph
and the good news that the plaque had at last been put in position. Our great
naturalist had finally been recognized in his native land.
1970 marked the 600th anniversary of the founding of the Royal Burgh of
Dunbar. In preparation for the celebration, the Council published a guide entitled A Walk Round The Old Burgh Of Dunbar. In it, directions are given to the site of
John Muir's birthplace, and a short paragraph pays tribute to him. A week-long
celebration that took place that June included an exhibit of the photographs and
books of John Muir in the Lauderdale mansion which is now the Community
Center.
The most significant honor was yet to come. In 1962 the Scottish Parliament
ordered a survey of all land-use throughout Scotland, directing that particular attention be given to the coastal area. By 1965 considerable area west and south of
Dunbar had been designated by the survey as "Sites of Special Scientific Interest" and "Areas of Great Landscape Value. " Included was the large Tyninghame
Estate with its unspoilt village, and 300 acres of forest bordering several miles of
coast. Such designation prohibited any future development and thus put this
area into a holding pattern.
In 1967 the Scottish Parliament passed the Countryside Act, which allowed
public access through private property, if the government took the responsibility for trespassing. This act gave the public the possibility of enjoying these special scenic areas. In fact, it was the catalyst for the eventual establishment of a
Country Park at Dunbar. The East Lothian Regional Council developed the idea
under the direction of Frank Tindall, Director of Physical Planning. He and his
team ingeniously put together a 1,667-acre park by negotiating an access agreement in 1974 with the Tyninghame Estate, entailing over 75 acres. In addition,
they leased over 50 acres and bought close to 20. The greatest portion of the
Park, almost 1,400 acres comprised chiefly of foreshore and bay, was leased from
the Crown State Commissioners. The East Lothian District council already
owned about 150 acres which included a caravan site, a large golf course, the castle, and the famous cliffs of Dunbar that edge the North Sea.
A descriptive management plan for the Park provided detailed information
on the geology, vegetation, wildlife, and history. The Park was to include the
sea, sandy beaches, rocky shore, and dunes - some of which are 40 feet high,
the River Tyne, a tidal estuary, and salt marshes and grasslands that border fields
and woods. This varied topography accounts for the wide variety of animal and
plant species. The presence of the Skylark, that marvelously poetic singer about
which Muir wrote so tellingly, along with 220 other species of birds, both resi- .
dent and migrant, makes the area rich for bird-watchers.
The Countryside Commission of Scotland approved the Country Park in October, 1976. In the search for a name, it was agreed not to use a local title such as
Dunbar or Tyninghame but one that would have a wider appeal and attract the
attention of all of Scotland. One morning during their weeks of deliberation, Ian
Fullerton, a member of the staff, called Tindall excitedly and exclaimed, "I have
a name for the Park. Let's call it the John Muir Country Park! John Muir is not
only a native son, but is the great naturalist who spent his life working for parks
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and wild places in America!" The idea intrigued Tindall. Although Muir was
scarcely known in Scotland, he could see the potential of such a name in the
promotion of conversation, a basic goal of their planning. Thus, the largest park
in Scotland to that date became officially known as the John Muir Country Park.
In the spring of 1977, Mr. Tindall with his wife, who is an architect, and his
son, who was studying architecture at the University of Pennsylvania, came to
California to learn more about John Muir and to study the operation of parks
and monuments in the United States. They were entertained by the Sierra Club,
the John Muir National Historic Site, and were guests in our home, from where
they toured the Yosemite National Park. Tindall returned to Scotland, not only
enthusiastic about our park management, but especially inspired to promote the
name and ideals of John Muir.
Back in Edinburgh, Mr. Tindall determined to make the public aware of John
Muir and his accomplishments. He persuaded the National Library of Scotland
to stage a one-man show on John Muir and his works to be held in the summer of
1979. The Library began its impressive collection of Muir with investment in the
Manuscript Edition of the ten volume The Writlngs ofjohn Muir. Many individuals
and institutions in the United States generously complied with requests for photographs, books, letters, and memorabilia. The show was deemed a significant
event and was well covered by the media.
Dunbar Castle was the ancient seat of the Earls of Dunbar; it later served in a similar capacity for the Stuart family. Mary Queen of Scots lived in the castle with her first husband_
Lord Darnley, and later with the Earl of Bothwell. john Muir clambered about these ruins as
a child.
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Entrance to the john Muir Country Park at Dunbar.
In May of 1978 Mr. Tindall learned to his dismay that the street-floor of
Muir's birthplace was about to be turned into a fish-and-chips establishment- a
degradation, he felt, to the name of the man he sought to honor. He set about
working with the owner of the property, a Mrs. Hannah Hawkyluk. He suggested that the street floor would be an ideal location for a photography shop, a business that her daughter intended to establish in the near future . He also suggested that the top floor where John Muir was born could be refurbished in the period of his birth and opened to the public. A tape recording would relate the story
of Muir's life, emphasizing his relevance today, not only in the United States but
in Scotland. The second floor, he continued, could be renovated for an apartment. Mrs. Hawkyluk eventually agreed and since then has become an enthusiastic devotee of John Muir. The work has been in progress now for well over a
year. Mr. Tindall wrote recently saying, "The Birthplace is finished and is look- ·
ing quite sparkling and jewel-like, and Mrs. Hawkyluk is delighted."
During our visit to the John Muir Country Park in 1978, we were impressed
with their interpretive program featuring guided walks, informational signs,
maps, and brochures. A statement from one of the latter titled 'John Muir, The
Man- The Prophet Without Honor" is particularly poignant: "John Muir is a man
on whom all the superlatives have been bestowed - in the United States of
America, rather than in his native Scotland. It is therefore fitting that such a
man, loved throughout the world, but little honored in the country of his birth,
should lend his name to a Country Park, which includes with its 1,667 acres and
8 miles of coastline, the very cliffs which he walked as a boy, and the remains of
Dunbar Castle which he so loved. At least in one way, if a little late, John Muir
has come home to Dunbar."
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FROM THE ARCHIVES
Primary material related to Western history

JOHN MUIR AND THE SCOTCH CONNECTION
RONALD H. LIMBAUGH

Those who probe John Muir's literary antecedents must inevitably confront the
pungent prose and poetry of nineteenth century Scotland. In his lifetime Muir
traveled far afield, but the soul of his writing is indelibly stamped with the rich
cadences of his native land.
Fortunately, scholars now have opportunity as never before to study the Scotch
literary impact on Muir, thanks to the generosity of Richard Hanna, grandson of
the naturalist, who recently endowed the University of the Pacific with over 600
volumes from Muir's personal library. Among them is a handsomely bound edition
of Horae Subsecivae (Hours of Leisure) by John Brown, an Edinburgh physician and
gifted Victorian essayist best-known for a dog story, "Rab and His Friends." The
extent to which Brown, Hugh Miller, and other Scotch writers shaped Muir's
literary style is a subject that needs thorough study, but one hint is suggested by
Muir's holograph notes written on the end pages of Brown's three-volume work,
given Muir in 1892 by another Scotch emigre and close friend, William Keith.
Students familiar with Muir's prose will recognize in the deliberative scrawl printed
here an early version of "Stickeen."
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Muir was able to refer back to topics he felt important to his own writing by recording the pertinent page numbers where they appeared in Brown's text.

Compare the rough notes (below) Muir entered on the end pages of one ofjohn Brown's
books with the published version of "An Adventure With a Dog and a Glacier, "an eight
page forerunner to Stickeen appearing in
an 1897 issue of Century magazine.

happi ness enough for a dozen lives.
I;ut poor Stickeen, the wee, silky, sleekit
J,eastie - think of him! When I had decided
to try the bridge, and while I \\·as on my
knees cutting away the rounded brow, he
came behind me, pushed his head past my
:boulder, looked down and across, scanned
the sliver and its approaches with his queer
eyes, then looked me in the face with a
startled air of surprise and concern, and began to mutter and whine, saying as plainly
as if speaking with words, u Surely you are
not going to try t4at awful place?» This was
the first time I had seen him gaze deliberately
into a crevasse or irito my face with a speaking look. That he should have recognized and
appreciated the danger at the first glance
·howed wonderful sagacity. Never before
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THE FOOFARAH COLUMN
by the editors

Few Americans have contributed as much to the preservation and appreciation
of the West as writer, naturalist, outdoorsman, and philosopher John Muir. Thus
it is especially appropriate that this issue of The Pacific Historian is devoted to
Muir, his writings, and his major accomplishments. Most of these articles were
presented at a conference on Muir sponsored by the University of the Pacific in
the fall of 1980. In addition to honoring Muir, they also commemorate the inauguration of a major project at the Holt-Atherton Pacific Center for Western
Studies to microfilm Muir's unpublished writings.
This issue is graced by three photographs generously contributed by another
great Westerner, Ansel Adams. Special thanks to Mr. Adams for his assistance in
making this a particularly unforgettable publication. Thanks too to the HannaMuir families for permission to quote from unpublished Muir material and utilize photographs from the John Muir Collection at the University of the Pacific.
Readers responses to the enlarged format and new design of The Pacific Historian have been overwhelmingly positive. Thanks to all those whose commendations and suggestions have been received. Additional comments are always welcome.
OOPS! Sever errors inadvertently crept into the last issue. The excellent pen
and ink sketches of the "Dueling Doctors" on pages 54 and 55 should be credited to Artist Marian Gault. Thanks and apologies. Friend and bibliophile Michael
Harrison also wonders what Washington Ryer's middle initial was, since the article provided several different versions. "D" is correct. Peter Palmquist's middle
initial also changed from "H" to "E" in the last issue. Sorry.
The fall issue of The Historian focuses on the beautiful and historic California
coast, including articles relating to the Pacific shores from Tomales Bay in the
north to Santa Catalina down south. You won't want to miss it.
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LOOKS AT WESTERN BOOKS
Authoritative reviews of recent publications

LOS ANGELES: AN ILLUSTRATED
HISTORY. By Bruce Henstel!. (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1980. 224 pp., illus., chonology, bib/to. $25. oo).
LOS ANGELES: TWO HUNDRED. By
Davtd Lavender. (Tulsa: Continental Heritage Press [P.O. Box 1620, 74101}, 1980.
240 pp., illus., biblio., index. $24.95).
The bicentennial of Los Angeles has
spurred a new wave of booster publications which celebrate two hundred years
of development of the nation's third
largest city. Reminiscent of the literature which convinced thousands to
move to the City of Angels during the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the publications of the 1980's are
particularly valuable because of the illustrations they contain.
David Lavender and Bruce Henstell
have contributed to the bicentennial
orgy with "illustrated histories" of Los
Angeles. Both cover the city and its environs in the same period, with particular attention given to the twentieth century. Both volumes offer a lively narrative focusing on a wide range of topics
characteristic of the area - missions
and movies, petroleum and automobiles, water supply, real estate and population booms, and the like.
Lavender's Los Angeles Two Hundred
intersperses short essays on such diverse
subjects as ethnic minorities and movies
within a chronological narrative. The
latter reads well despite somewhat uneven coverage and the existence of a
number of factual and typographical errors within it. Nearly twenty-five percent of the volume is composed of his-
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tories (or advertisements) of corporate
sponsors of the book. Also included by
the author is an extensive chronology of
events, listings of both the city's mayors
and its historical landmarks, and an index. The flowing style and richness of
the book's illustrations will appeal to
the general reader much as the subtitle
suggests it will, as "A Pictorial and Entertaining Commentary."
Los Angeles, An Illustrated History offers less a city history than it does a documentation of the illustrations extant
of Los Angeles. Bruce Henstell provides
a minimum of narrative, allowing the
photographs to tell the story. The high
quality black and white images are enhanced by sixteen color pages of historical illustrations and Los Angeles landscape. Lengthy captions to the photos
provide additional text, but these and
the narrative contain several mistakes,
especially in regard to municipal politics. Henstell has included a short chronology and a selected bibliography, but,
alas, no index.
Both Henstell and Lavender have
produced volumes of interest to a popular audience. Aside from the errors attributable to over-reliance on secondary
sources, both books are valuable for
their assortment of photographs. While
some have appeared in earlier publications, others offer the reader glimpses
of the city rarely, if ever, seen before.
Tom Sitton

Tom Sitton is a member of the History Diviston
staff at the Natural History Museum of Los
Angeles County. "
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FARES, PLEASE! By john Labbe. (Caldwell, Idaho: The Caxton Printers, Ltd., 1980.
160 pp., zllus., maps, index. Paper, $12.95).
Exactly forty years ago, John Anderson Miller authored a book with the
same title (sub-headed: A Popular History of Trolleys, Horsecars, Streetcars,
Buses, Elevateds, and Subways) focusing
on assorted transportation · systems
throughout the U.S. as well as a number
located abroad. Miller argued a point
which few of the present time would reject: that efficient mass transportation
systems, powered by electricity (due to
both financial and ecological considerations), are important keys to the maintenance of acceptable standards of liveability in our modern urban areas. His
wisdom fell on deaf ears at the time;
since the late 1920's the U.S. and much
of the rest of the world has been busy
dismantling nearly all of its mass transportation facilities. The Snell Report to
Congress in 19 7 4 confirmed that this
trend resulted as much from the designs
of such industrial giants as General Motors as it did from other factors. It certainly was not brought about by obsolescence, as is frequently imagined. One
interesting side effect resulting from
this demise of streetcar systems has
been the appearance of a large number
of publications offering nostalgic looks
back at the subject. This trend has led
to the creation of a number of legends
and has helped perpetuate the memory
of such one-time celebrities as the Pacific Electric.
John Labbe has written one such attractive book on Portland's fine electric
transportation system. There isn't much
in the way of technical description; the
author relies heavily on photographs to
make his points. Nor is the coverage
wholly complete; Labbe virtually exdudes the trackless trolley. Leafing
through the book, however, one cannot
help but be impressed with the realization that the development of cities, particularly Far Western cities, would have
been impossible without the trolly cars.
In Portland's specific case, it is interesting to see how closely the author paral-
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lels the city's rise with the concommitant development of its rail system.
The arguments of John Anderson
Miller and those of more contemporary
system enthusiasts have been proven
correct by events, of course. As a result
of the insights gained from such dissimilar experiences as those in Los Angeles
(where the lack of streetcars has given
way to the catastrophe of freeway
sprawl) and San Francisco (where BART
has pointed the way to the future), an
international streetcar renaissance is
taking place, reversing an historical
trend begun in the 20s and continuing
on into the early 70s. Such locales as
Edmonton, San Diego, and Buffalo are
among those participating in this renewal, one aimed at helping our urban
areas to become more liveable and likeable.
Author Labbe would point out that
Portland is also building a new streetcar
system. His book provides much of the
historical context necessary to an understanding of current tendencies. It is
highly recommended for western historians, civic minded individuals interested in the continuing survival of our cities, and for those with strong nostalgic
feelings for a by-gone era which, in part,
will be reincarnated by the return to
(and modernization of) electric modes of
urban transport.
Georg Schmid
Professor Schmid, a well-known historian and
novelist, specializes in the impact of transportatz'on systems on urban growth in Europe and
the United States at the University of Salzburg, Austria.
A PICTORIAL LIFE OF JACK LONDON.
By Russ Kingman. (New York: Crown Publishers, 1981. 288 pp., illus., biblio., index.
Paper, $9.95.
In this handsome paper edition of his
1979 pictorial biography, Russ Kingman shows us Jack London as the camera caught him - boxing, writing,
sailing, playing, reading, riding, loving,
and striking a variety of poses. It's the
next best thing to being in his company.

HISTORIAN

The cover of Russ Kingman's book (left); his protagamst wzth a friend at a masquerade party.
Few authors have left behind such an
extensive photographic record of themselves as did Lond9n. While the pictures
capture his immense vitality, charm,
and magnetism, they also suggest that
he was rarely, if ever, taken off guard by
the camera. He may even have had the
ability to make himself seem more
spontaneous than he really was. A very
private man existed, one suspects, behind the ever-smiling public celebrity.
That is the London who is beyond camera range, the man who has in recent
years become the object of increasingly
serious biographical inquiry.
Much of London's strong yet sensitive personality is on display in this interesting album, yet Kingman makes an
even more valuable contribution to our
understanding of him. In plain words
and numerous pictures, he offers a
healthy corrective to zealous "interpreters" who have analyzed London's
position on everything from activism to
feminism and have cast him in roles
ranging from impossibly romantic hero
to ludicrously neurotic misfit.
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Sentimentalized by his widow, radicalized by his daughter Joan, novelized
by Irving Stone, and psychoanalyzed by
Andrew Sinclair, London has appeared
in so many different guises that one has
to wonder whether his biographers have
chronicled his life or rewritten it to suit
their own preferred notions. The simplicity and authenticity of the Kingman
approach has its own particular virtue.
Though it is colored by Kingman's affectionate respect for his subject, its
lack of guile or special pleading allows
one to scrape off the encumbrances of
accumulated myth and get back to the
actual man. The reader is free to draw
his own conclusions about London as he
was and proceed from such fundamental
knowledge to the more complex inferences and speculations which Kingman
largely leaves untouched in his return to
basics. Here is the best of all starting
points for the beginning reader or the
erstwhile biographer.
Although Kingman's brisk, episodic,
non-introspective text does not take us
very far into the soul of his subject,
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London seems less a stranger here than
he does in more artful or ambitious biographies. The latter frequently lose the
man by glamorizing or denigrating him.
They miss London's amplitude and zest,
his high spirits and appetite for life.
Kingman has a better strategy: he does
the writing, but his pictures do the talking.
Howard Lachtman
Howard Lachtman is a professional writer
whose anthology of London's sports writings,
Sporting Blood, wt"ll be issued this fall
CALLED TO THE PACIFIC: A HISTORY OF THE CHRISTIAN BROTHERS OF THE SAN FRANCISCO
DISTRICT, 1868-1944. By Ronald E.
Isettz; F. S.C. (Moraga: Saint Mary's College
of California, 1979. xv + 432 pp., zllus.,
notes, index. $12.95).
The melting pot stands as the symbolic heart of our national lore about
immigration and social mobility. Yet
the images conjured by Ellis Island become hazy when extended to the San
Francisco Bay - leaving gaps in our
thinking about the distinctive immigration patterns of the West Coast. Ronald
E. Isetti' s Called to the Pacific, the first of
three projected volumes, helps to fill
the void by using the Christian Brothers
as a focus around which to construct a
California variation on the theme of institutions which provided order and
avenues for the region's immigrant
groups. The central institution for Isetti
is Saint Mary's College - but Isetti has
opted to go beyond a predictable
"house history" to connect the Christian Brothers' College with their work
in high schools, commercial schools,
wineries, and various c1v1c groups.
Readers are forewarned of the many
component parts to be considered in
undertaking such a study. Into the California melting pot are added such ingredients as a Bay Area setting, an Irish
constituency, a rigid class structure reflecting that of France, and the hierarchy of the Catholic Church; all were
well-stirred by the cherished notions of
immigrants to resettle and get ahead.
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The book is important as a case
study which upsets conventional wisdom about schooling and upward mobility. As agents of socioeconomic ascent,
schools of the time were thought to be
most effective when providing instruction and skills in such fields as commerce, agriculture, engineering, and vocational fields . Certainly this is one legend attributed to the rise of the American state university. Expulsion of the
classical languages from American
school and college curricula was considered a right and proper move since
an egalitarian society and expanding
economy called for "useful" education.
Such viewpoints and actions, however,
do not accurately represent the attitudes and strategies of the Christian
Brothers.
Isetti challenges the prevailing wisdom by probing the "Latin Question"
- the extended debate over whether
the Christian Brothers in California and
the Northwest were to be granted permission by European superiors to teach
the classics in their newly established
high schools and colleges. The Brothers
had been prohibited in Europe from
teaching Latin as a measure to insure
that they adhered to their historic mission of teaching children of the poor.
They argued that America was quite
another matter; they could best serve
the sons of Irish Catholic families by
providing a curriculum comparable to
that of the schools assoCiated with the
American gentry. Contrary to simplistic
notions, the "useless" languages were
very useful for the education of an immigrant son who would work, deal, and
compete with college graduates who
had studied Latin at boarding school
and at Yale, Harvard, or the University
of California.
The "Latin Question" extended to
several levels. First, there was the debate over mobility in America. Second,
there was friction between the Christian
Brothers and the ] esuits over their
teaching mission. Then there were the
numerous exchanges, petitions, and
counter-petitions with Rome.
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While ail this was occuring, the Chrisrothers' institutions were undergoing
considerable expansion, growth, and
geographical relocation. Saint Mary's
College was moved first from San Francisco to Oakland, and then to its present site in Moraga. The schools and
·colleges acquired extraordinary support
from a Bay Area constituency. We are
readily familiar with the subway alumni
of Notre Dame - but Isetti's accounts
of Saint Mary's Galloping Gaels in the
1920s and 1930s resurrects the formidable cohesion which championship football teams provided to Northern California's Irish Catholics.
Historian Isetti has skillfully drawn
from the experiences of a religious organization to complicate our thinking
about ethnic groups and colleges as a
part of regional history. Yet because of
problems related to publishing and distribution, it is doubtful if that elusive
audience, the "general reader," will ever
encounter the book. This failure to
reach a broad audience is unfortunate
for Isetti's recounting of the place the
Christian Brothers occupy in California's development has much to offer.
While Called to the Pacific might be considered too large and detailed for casual
readers, brief excerpts focusing on the
"Latin Question," for example, might
have widespread appeal. One hopes social historians will become alerted to the
existence of this work which moves the
genre of "institutional chronicle" into
the realm of "total history."
John Thelin
Dr. Thelin, formerly Assistant Director of the
Association of Independent California Colleges
and Universities, has published extensively on
the history of ht"gher education in California.
He is now Associate Professor of Higher Education at the College of William and Mary.
THIS WAS KLONDIKE FEVER. By
Harold Merritt Stumer. (Seattle: Superior
Publishing Company, 1978. 159 pp., tllus,
maps. $15.95).

What cured it? Gold caused the "fever"
and, according to the author, it "induced a form of delirium which drew
men from far places to a land near the
top of the earth." Mosquitoes were
among the most effective cures for the
disease, varmints "larger and more ferocious, and more numerous, than in the
tropics." In This Was Klondike Fever, author Harold Stumer has presented a
concise but entertaining picture of life
in the Alaskan gold fields in the late
1890s.
Because he was a small child at the
time of the gold rush, Stumer had to rely on information from friends and family members, especially his father. He
has thus written anecdotally about legendary men and women who all too often endured tragedy and hardship. Perhaps the most devastating obstacles facing emigrants were the harsh climate
and rugged geography. Rivers were often frozen half the year, and moist soil
could freeze solid two to three feet beneath the surface. Luckless miners not
only exhausted their savings but also
suffered from typical gold rush conditions - poor transportation facilities,
squalid living conditions, unscrupulous
outlaws and swindlers, and at times loss
of life. Yet Stumer intersperses his narrative with amusing stories and characters such as "Klondike" Mike Mahoney
who packed a piano all the way to Chilkoot Pass. Perhaps just as miraculous is
the ordeal of Stumer's father establishing the first steam laundry in Dawson.
Although much of this material is included in more comprehensive and definitive works and even though the work
becomes at times little more than a family narrative, This Was Klondike Fever can
be useful. Stumer' s information on
placer mining is both interesting and informative. Moreover, the numerous illustrations and photographs visually enhance this extremely interesting period
of American history.
Ron Law

What was "Klondike Fever"? Was it
a great plague? Or perhaps a tropical fever, such as malaria or yellow fever?

A specialist in Western history, Ron Law is
completing his doctorate at Texas Christian
University.
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RECOLLECTIONS OF 1849-1851 IN
CALIFORNIA. By Davzd Pierce Barstow,
with additional recollections by his brother,
Alfred Barstow. (Inverness, Ca: The Press of
Inverness, 1979, 44 pp., illus. $40.00}.
The Barstow brothers, David and Alfred, were New Englanders who sailed
around the Horn in 1849, bound for the
California gold fields. They arrived in
San Francisco in late August of the same
year, eighteen months after John Marshall had first discovered the precious
metal in a tail race at Sutter's saw mill in
the foothills of the Sierra Nevada.
The two young men soon set out for
the "diggings" and, like many of the
49ers, found little gold. But they were
exposed to a host of memorable experiences in the Mother Lode country
which they never quite forgot. Fortunately, historian H . H. Bancroft recorded their reminiscences, albeit nearly
thirty years later.
Bancroft set down the brothers' stories exactly as they were told to him (the
chapter headings have been added); the
book preserves a sense of authenticity
conveyed to the reader through the
plain and unadorned language. This basic and rough-hewn quality makes their
stories all the more interesting. Unfortunately, their recollections are not as
detailed and extensive as one might
hope. The brothers also differed somewhat in their accounts of their experiences in the gold country, primarily because of the passage of time. But such
things are minor and understandable in
view of the unique, historical character
of their narrative. The value lies in the
fact that the manuscript was finally set
down into a book for posterity after lying in obscurity for many years in the
Bancroft library.
The brothers remembered life in the
gold rush country as rather primitive
and "rough." They were appalled by
some of the injustices that prevailed
(the lynching of a Mexican woman after
a hasty and unfair trial). They noted
that, though the miners were mostly
young and hardy men, they still fell to
the ravages of scurvy and dysentery due
to poor diets. Neither thought very
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highly of California's "Digger" Indians,
although they remembered them as a
"peaceable" group of people. In later
years, after the brothers had become
successful attorneys in the Bay Area,
Alfred, at least, would look back and
remember the miners as a population
who became "a law unto themselves."

Illustration of a '49er from Recollections
of 1849-51 in California.
Bound in brown half-leather with
gold lettering, Recollections was hand-set
in Centaur and printed by hand on handmade paper on a Vandercook press by
"Frederick Graeser, Proprietor and
Publisher." Limited to an edition of 100
copies, it is obvious that this was a labor
of love.
Sal Noto
Sal Noto of Cupertino is a specialist in jack
London and a connoisseur of fine books about
the West.
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THE CARTOON HISTORY OF CALIFORNIA POLITICS. By Ed Salzman and
Ann Leigh Brown. (Sacramento: California
journal Press {1617 lOth Street], 1978. 156
pp., z'llus., biblio., Paper, $5.25).
Cartoonists have always had a way of
getting to the point in the quickest way
possible, and usually with the most impact. "Boss" Tweed's comment that he
did not worry about editorials because
his constituents could not read, but that
"them damn cartoons" were causing
him trouble is always cited as proof of
the impact. But this small volume on
California politics, by Ed Salzman and
Ann Leigh Brown, has several cartoons
about which much the same could be
said.
The book traces the history of California from the discovery of gold in
1848 to Governor Jerry Brown and current politics. While many issues are so
oriented to California that an outsider
might have to read the informative captions closely to understand the point, a
larger number are not. With such national figures as Richard Nixon, Jerry
Brown, and Ronald Reagan leading the
way, the political history of the state is
told in pictures that can be deciphered
at a glance.
One of the most interersting points
in the study is the account of the Cartoon Act of 1899, a law passed by the
legislature sympathetic to Assemblyman
Grove L. Johnson, who was thoroughly
roasted by cartoonist Harry E. Warren
of the San Francisco Call. The bill prohibited newspapers from publishing a caricature of any living Californian without
his or her approval. It was repealed in
1915, and there is no record of a prosecution under it, but it is one of the
more interesting demonstrations of the
power - or sting - of the pen, in this
case, the graphic pen.
A logical result of an exhibition and
catalogue of United States political cartoons at the University of California
Museum of Art, this book is handsomely produced in the same format and is
printed on a brown paper similar to that
utilized in the earlier work, The American
Presidency in Political Cartoons 1776-1976
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(Berkeley, 1976). And it suffers from
some of the same problems. Many of
the pictures are made from copies of the
cartoons that appeared in newspapers,
although original drawings are probably
still extant and would have rendered a
much better reproduction. The text is
rather insubstantial and the biographical section on cartoonists is incomplete;
closer attention here would have added
some reference value to an otherwise
handsome reference value to an otherwise handsome and interesting publication.
Ron Tyler
Ron Tyler, Curator of History at the Amon
Carter Museum of Western Art, Fort Worth,
Texas, is the author of THE IMAGE OF
AMERICA IN CARICATURE & CARTOONS.
SALOONS OF THE AMERICAN WEST:
AN ILLUSTRATED CHRONICLE. By
Robert L. Brown. (Silverton, Colorado: Sundance Publications, Ltd, 1978. 144 pp., ifIus., index. $16.50}.
·Through the swinging doors and into
the rough-and-tumble saloons of the
nineteenth century frontier walked the
most motly collection of colorful characters in the American West. Rowdy and
raucous cowboys, slight-of-hand gamblers, heavily-painted dancehall girls,
leathery-faced muleskinners, thirsty
prospectors, deadly gunslingers, dangerous desperadoes, and drifters of
every description - all of the unholy
and unwashed congregated at familiar
"watering holes" in every cowtown and
boomtown from Kansas to California.
They came in search of all forms of entertainment, both old and new, to imbibe their full share of cold beer or
warm whiskey, to engage in games of
chance - from stud poker, faro, and
three-card monte to roulette - to try
their hand at billiards, and to enjoy the
company of scantily-dad barmaids.
In Saloons of the American West, author
and connoisseur of Western Americana
Robert L. Brown guides the reader along
a delightful and informative tour of
frontier "thirst parlors." Tracing the

PACIFIC

HISTORIAN

101

1:'

"
.0
::;

-~

:0

"

0..

Q;
>
c:

"

Cl

While a number of rather questionable types ofactivities were certainly practiced in the saloons
of the west, frequently overlooked is the important role they often played as the center of local
culture. Patrons might as easily witness the orations of a traveling minister or vote in an election as have their thirst quenched.
evolution of American drinking houses,
from the beginning of colonial taverns
and grogshops of the Atlantic frontier
to the bawdy barrooms of the cattle and
mining frontiers, he maintains that the
saloon, one of the most "cherished institutions" of the West, was a distinctively western adaptation, peculiar to
the far borders of civilization and different from its forerunners in the East.
As Brown points out, not only were
saloons both barrooms and brothels,
but they also served to fill a variety of
social functions. Oftentimes the center
of local culture, the saloon became the
town music hall, theatre, and art gallery.
Periodically, local officials convened
court there to administer swift justice.
On special occasions it was also the site
of a wedding, sometimes a funeral. At
times circuit-riding preachers even held
church services and revivals there.
Despite several shortcomings, Saloons
of the American West should be recom-
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mended for anyone who enjoys exploring the history and lore of the frontier.
Brown's informal style and liberal use of
western colloquialisms suit the subject
well. So do his many photographs and illustrations, although a disproportionate number of them represent Brown's
home state of Colorado. Perhaps the
author could also have concerned himself more with analyzing the saloon's
importance as an institution and less
with narrating anecdotes. Moreover, the
reader may find the author's requent digressions into such topics as Custer's
Last Stand and the drinking habits of
General Ulysses S. Grant during the Civil War distracting. All things considered, however, the book merits the attention of the general public and even the
more serious students of frontier history.
Michael Collins
Michael Collins is a student of the American
West teaching at Texas Women's University.
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Concise reports on interesting publications

CALIFORNIA'S COLORFUL HERITAGE
Nearly every week new publications enlarge our knowledge and increase our appreciation of California history. To note one example, Copley Press recently added yet another treasure to its long list of significant
work by issuing The California to Remember by
Richard F. Pourade. (San Diego: 1979. vii+
191 pp., $17.50). The narrative is less important than the beautiful sketches by Eugene
Gilbert who was commissioned by Helen K.
Copley to travel throughout the state, drawing the most historic buildings in each area.
The result is a memorable collection of value
to every Californian who loves the state's
heritage. An equally impressive pictorial presentation is Carleton M. Winslow, Jr., and
Nickola L. Frye's The Enchanted Hill· The Story
of Hearst Castle at San Simeon (Millbrae: Celestial Arts [231 Adrian Road, 94030], 1980.
169 pp., $29.95). This large-format volume
traces the history of Hearst Castle from the
earliest architect's drawings though its construction and decoration to the famous
guests who were entertained atop the hill.
Many Hearst treasures are portrayed in brilliant color photographs, making this a keepsake for anyone who has visited San Simeon.
The Bay Area never ceases to intrigue
authors and photographers. Recently Raymond H. Clary has focused an entire volume
on The Making of Golden Gate Park: The Early
Years, 1865-1906 (San Francisco: California
Living Books [870 Market Street, 94103],
1980. xiv + 192 pp., paper, $10.95). In addition to detailed descriptions of the planning,
construction, use of the park, and the destruction wrought by the 1906 earthquake,
Clary has included numerous historic photographs from his own collection. The Great San
Francisco Earthquake and Fire, 1906 (Millbrae:
Celestial Arts [231 Adrian Road, 94030],
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1981. 168 pp., $25.00) may well be the definitive photo-history of San Francisco's most
memorable event. The text is excellent, the
photographs are well chosen and printed,
and the overall design is impressive. A more
disappointing glimpse at the same subject is
1906: Surviving San Francisco's Great Earthquake
and Fire (San Francisco: Chronicle books,
1981. 128 pp., paper, $5 .95 ). Author Gerstle
Mack was twelve years old at the time of the
quake and includes his own recollections together with accounts from contemporary
newspapers and other publications. A great
many photographs (some poorly reproduced) illustrate the thin volume.
Interest in cable cars is only slightly less
persistent than a fascination with the earthquake. Everyone who loves the old cars (and
worries about their demise) will want to own
a copy of Charles Smallwood, Warren Edward Miller, and Don DeNevi's new The Cable
Car Book (Millbrae: Celestial Arts, 1980. 15 2
pp., $25.00), a charming book composed primarily of old photographs tied together by
short narrative sections. Less historicallyoriented, Christopher Swan's Cable Car (Berkeley: Ten Speed Press, 1978. 127 pp., paper, $4.95) includes line descriptions, technical information on how the system operates,
and a brief history including many old photographs.
] ust across the Golden Gate in Marin County is Point' Reyes, the subject of a new guide by
Dorothy L. Whitnah (Berkeley: Wilderness
Press, 1981. 114 pp., paper, $6.95). While
historians might wish more emphasis had been
put on the area's past, outdoorsmen will welcome the detailed trail guides, practical suggestions, and flower identification sections.
The history of another Bay Area locale has
recently been told in Great Expectations: The
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Story of Benicia, California (Benicia: Benicia
Heritage Book, Inc., 1980. vii + 241 pp.,
$1 7. 50) by noted historian Richard Dillon.
The volume concentrates on the era when, as
California's first capitol, Benicia promoters
hoped to see their town develop into one of
the state's leading cities. That dream soon
tarnished, although Benicia has continued to
play a significant role in the economy of
central California, expecially as the center of
the oil refining and storage industry. Benicia's
life is chronicled with Dillon's usual verve and
the handsome work is illustrated with numer-

ous color and black-and-white photographs.
One of the most unusual histories ever to
appear in California, Ray Raphael's An Everyday History of Somewhere, has been reissued
(Covelo, Ca. : Island Press [Box 38, Star Route
1, 94941], 1980. 192 pp., paper, $8.00), Avoiding the traditional focus on important people
and famous events, this volume explores the
" everyday lives" oflndians, deer, elk, soldiers,
farming couples, redwood trees, children, and
a multitude of other historic people, animals,
and things. Readers young and old will find it
fascinating and refreshing.
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EXPLORING BY LAND AND BY SEA
Few eras of world history are as intriguing
as the period when Europeans first set out
across uncharted oceans and unmapped continents on missions of discovery. We in the
West are particularly fortunate to have experienced exploration from several competing nations and to have inherited many
chronicles of early adventurers. The famed
Southwestern anthropoligist Adolph F.
Bandelier became fascinated with the accounts of Friar Marcos de Niza and first published a translation of his The Discovery of New
Mexico . . . in 1539 in a French journal in
1886. It has recently been translated into
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English and edited by Medeleine Turrell
Rodack (Tuscon: University of Arizona Press,
1981. 134 pp., $10.95). Despite a close examination of Friar Marcos' account and collateral documents, the author is unable to provide
a definitive answer as to whether the priest
lied about his discovery of the Seven Cities of
Cibola, concluding that " the case is not
closed, and the issue remains a fascinating
one worthy of further attention." The journal
of Tomas de Suria, who accompanied the Malaspina expedition along the Pacific Coast in
1791 , has recently been reprinted (Fairfield,
Washington: Ye Galleon Press (c/ o Glen
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Adams, 99102), 1980. 90 pp., $10.95). The
original translation and introduction by bibliographer Henry R. Wagner, which first appeared in The Pacific Historical Review in 1936,
are here augmented by a valuable new introduction and notes by Donald C. Cutter.
The success of Time-Life's new series on
The Seafarers suggests just how much popular interest in oceanic exploration persists.
One recent volume in the series of interest to
students of the West is Oliver E. Allen's, The
Pacific Navigators (Alexandria, Virginia: TimeLife Books, 1980. 176 pp., $13.95). The
book emphasizes the South Pacific, although
several sections and a chapter on Captain
James Cook discuss Pacific Coast explorers
as well. The volume is profusely illustrated

with both contemporary works and newly
commissioned artistic recreations.
Lest we overlook the important contributions of Russia in the exploration and settlement of the North Pacific, Glynn Barratt's
Russia in Pacific Waters, 1715-1825 (Vancouver:
University of British Columbia Press, 1981.
300 pp., $24.95) provides a needed corrective. This is the first detailed history of Russian naval activities during the age of the
czars and is likely to become required reading for anyone seriously interested in the history of West Coast exploration. The author's
use of archival materials from Leningrad and
Moscow is especially impressive, as are his
abilities to synthesize a vast amount of material and craft a highly readable narrative.

CLASSICS IN PAPERBACK
With book prices escalating, readers are
always grateful when publishers reissue important books at reasonable (or at least understandable) prices. The University of Oklahoma leads the list this issue with Oliver La
Farge's Santa Fe: The Biography of a Southwestern Town (1980. xviii + 436 pp., $9.95), David
]. Weber's, The Taos Trappers (1980; xv + 263
pp., $6.95), Frank Prasel's, The Western Peace
Officer (1980. xii + 330 pp., $7.95), and

Richard A. Bartlett's Great Surveys of the Amerz~
can West (1980. xxi + 410 pp., $9.95). Leland
D . Baldwin's The Keelboat Age on Western Waters,
first issued in 1941, is now available in paper
from The University of Pittsburgh Press
(1980. x + 264 pp., $5.95), while Carl P.
Russell's, Guns on the Early Frontier has been
reissued by The University of Nebraska Press
in its Bison Book series (1980 . xv + 395 pp.,
$6.95).

THE PLIGHT OF WESTERN IMMIGRANTS
Several important new studies shed light
on the history of Mexican and Filipino workers in the West. Mario T . Garcia's Desert Immigrants: The Mexicans of El Paso, 1880-1920
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981. xii
+ 316 pp., $23.00) examines in detail the
role of class, race, and labor in the evolution
of work, housing, education, politics, and
culture among Mexican immigrants in the El
Paso, Texas area. The volume is so well-researched, written, and organized that it is
likely to become a standard against which
other local studies will be compared.
The plight of somewhat more recent Mexican immigrants is examined in Juan Ramon
Garcia's Operation Wetback: The Mass Deportation of Mexican Undocumented Workers in 1954
(Westport, Ct.: Greenwood Press, 1980. xviii
+ 268 pp., $25.00). The author, whose sympathies with the deportees are clear, describes the impoverishment which led thousands of Mexican farm workers to enter the
United States without required papers following World War II, the growing pressures
to deport these " wetbacks," the clumsy and
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sometimes brutal eviction efforts of the Border Patrol, and proposals to restrict immigration by penalizing employers. Clearly this is a
volume which should interest not only historians but anyone deeply concerned about
the continuing problems surrounding the
presence of undocumented Mexican laborers
in the United States.
There is relatively little mention nowadays about Filipino farm laborers. As
Howard DeWitt points out in Violence in the
Fields: California Filzpino Farm Labor Unionization During the Great Depression (Saratoga, Ca.:
Century Twenty-One Publishing [P.O. Box
8, 905 70), 1980. 139 pp., paper, $9.00),
however, serious riots and the alleged presence of Communist labor organizers in the
Salinas Valley stimulated major controversy
during the 1930s. The ultimate result was a
firm comn,itment on the part of California
Filipinos to their union. In part because so
little solid historical research has been published about the state's Filipino population,
this is an important study making a signifant
contribution to minority literature.
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BUILDERS OF THE WEST
That we in the West owe a tremendous
debt of gratitude to those pioneers who
forged across the prairies and mountains to
build a new civilization becomes evident with
every biography which is issued or becomes
available in a new edition. Recently, for ex. ample, the University of Oklahoma Press has
given us new editions of Alpheus H. Favour's
Old Bill Williams: Mountain Man (1981. xii +
234 pp., $11.95) and Elinor Wilson's jim
Beckwourth (1980 . xvi + 248 pp., paper,
$6.95), in both of which the courage, stamina, and resourcefulness of the mountain men
stand out. No less a contribution was made
by Uncle Dick Wooton, the fur trapper, Indian
fighter, and road builder of southern Colorado, whose biography by Howard Louis
Conard has recently been reissued in paperback (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1980. xxiii + 462 pp., $7.50).
Only a few years after the fur men disappeared from the canvas of Western history, a
new generation emerged. It was epitomized
by the likes of Arizona mining promoter
Samuel Peter Heintzelman, whose development
of the Sonora Exploring and Mining Company has been described by Dianne M. T.
North (Tucson: University of Arizona Press,
1980. xvii + 248 pp., paper, $7.95). Still
other heroes (or were they villians?) of the
West come alive in Wallace Stegner's fictionalized biography of I. W. W. union organizer joe Hill (Lincoln: University of Ne-

braska Press, 1980. 381 pp., paper, $5.95)
and Thomas B. Marquis' Keep the Last Bullet
for Yourself (Algonac, Michigan: Reference
Publications, Inc. [Box 344, 218 St. Clair River Drive, 48011], 1980. 202 pp., paper,
$5.95). This is a controversial study of General George Armstrong Custer and his "last
stand" which concludes that many of Custer's
men panicked out of fear that they would be
tortured by Indians and committed suicide.
Few Westerners were as famous as Custer
or Bill Williams, but their contributions were
still, in their own way, significant. One cannot help but admire the work of Grace
Brandt Martin as described in her autobiographicalAn Oregon Schoolma'am: From Rimrocks
to Tidelands (Brownsville, Oregon: · Calapooli
Publications (27006 Gap Road, 97327],
1981. 142 pp., paper, $7.95). Here we share
the frustrations, challenges, and joys teaching in one-room school houses among the
cattle ranches, fishing communities, and logging camps of rural Oregon at the height of
the Great Depression. Oregon Women: A BioBibliography by Evelyn Leasher (Corvallis:
Oregon State University Press, 1980. 54 pp.,
$4.00) lists more than 1,500 Oregon women
and identifies the location of information
about them. While we learn little about each
person, the availability of such a useful guide
should encourage the preparation of many
more detailed studies of these pioneers.

THE FIRST AMERICANS
Slowly, as historians dig through dusty archives, interview survivors, and excavate
ruins, the history of Native Americans is being
more fully and compassionately portrayed.
Several tribes have recently been chronicled in
new or reissued volumes. Perhaps the most
important of these is Brigham D. Madsen's
comprehensive study of The Northern Shoshoni
(Caldwell, Idaho: The Caxton Printers, Ltd.,
1980. 259 pp., paper, $12.95) which provides
detailed chronologies of reservation life, agricultural activities, mining, education, law enforcement, and land struggles among four
Shoshoni groups and the Bannock band of
Northern Paiute. Many of the illustrations are
especially fine, and appendices, a bibliography, and index add to the usefulness of the
volume. Equally noteworthy is Edward H.
Spicer's definitive The Yaquis: A Cultural History
(Tuscon: University of Arizona Press, 1980.
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393 pp., paper, $14.50). Spicer has lived
among and studied the Yaquis of southern
Arizona and Sonora for more than forty years;
this encyclopedic volume combining archival
research, field work, and personal experiences
traces the cultural development of the Yaquis
from their earliest contacts with European
Jesuits to the present.
Roy W. Meyer's History of the Santee Sioux,
first issued in 1967, has recently been reprinted in paperback by the University of Nebraska
Press (Lincoln: 1980. 435 pp., $7.95), while
the University of Oklahoma Press has reissued
John]. Mathews' Wah'Kon-Tah: The Osage and
the Whtte Man's Road (Norman: 1981. 336 pp.,
$7.95), which first appeared in 1932. Anyone
interested in southwestern California will want
a copy of John R. Brumgardt and Larry L.
Bowles' People of the Magic Waters: The Cahuilla
Indians of Palm Springs (Palm Springs: ETC Pub-
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lications, 1981. 122 pp., $12.95). This attractive, well-illustrated volume provides a basic
introduction to the history and culture of the
Agua Caliente or Palm Springs Indians of value to laymen and professionals alike.
Studies in Diversity: American Indian Leaders
edited by R. David Edmunds (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1980. 257 pp., paper, $5 .95) combines well-written, brief biographies of such major Indian leaders as
Satanta, Sitting Bull, Quanah Parker, and

Carlos Montezuma. The life of one famous Indian, Chief Dan George of "Little Big Man"
fame, is told in Hilda Mortimer's sympathetic
You Call Me Chief Impressions of the Life of Chief
Dan George (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday
and Company, 1981. 182 pp., $11.95). The
volume may tell us more about how Americans idolize Indian heroes, however, than
about the development of Indian life and culture in the twentieth century.
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RELIGION ON THE WESTERN FRONTIER
The importance of spiritual assurances to
pioneers in the West is emphasized in a number of recent publications. Klaus J. Hanson
provides a succinct overview of Mormonism and
the American Experience (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1981. xviii + 257 pp., $15.00)
from its rise in the " burned-over district" of
New York, through tumultous growing pains
in the Midwest, to final relocation in Utah.
Major attention is devoted to Mormon views
of death, the economy, sexuality and marriage, and race. By contrast, an intimate view
of one Mormon leader is provided in the
Diary of Brigham Young, 1857 (Salt Lake City:
University of Utah Library, 1980. xxvi + 105
pp., $17.50), meticulously edited and introduced by Everett L. Cooley. The Diary of
Charles L. Walker (Logan: Utah State Univer-
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sity Press, 1980. 2 vols., xix + 95 3 pp.,
$30.00) spans forty-five years in the life of an
English convert to Mormonism who moved
to Utah in 1854. Daily entries describe life in
Salt Lake City, contacts with Mormon officials, and efforts to avoid arrest for polygamy.
Barry Downs' Sacred Places: British Columbia's
Early Churches (Vancouver: Douglas &
Mcintyre [1615 Venables], 1980. 175 pp.,
$29.95) is a magnificent book incorporating
numerous color and black-and-white photographs, and informative text, a glossary of
terms, and a short bibliography. It should be
useful not only to students of British Columbian history but to anyone interested in architecture or religion along the Pacific slope.
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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN THE WEST
A number of recent publications reflect
growing interest in the study of western economic development and the variety of approaches which are possible. Richard White,
for example, in Land Use, Environment, and Social Change (Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 1980. 246 pp., $12.95) traces the complex relationship between environmental
and social change in Island County, Washington, focusing on the impact of agriculture,
logging, and tourism on Whidbey and Carnano islands in Puget Sound. A much more
personalized approach may be found in the
dramatic story of Francis Seufert, one of the
pioneers of the Columbia River fishing industry, told in his autobiography, Wheels of
Fortune (Portland: Oregon Historical Society,
1980. 259 pp., $19.95, paper $12.95). Not
only are the author's reminiscences valuable
in tracing the rise and fall of salmon fisheries,
but his wife has augmented the narrative
with numerous color and black-and-white
illustrations.
In much of the West oil discoveries played as decisive a role in fostering development
as did fishing or logging in the Pacific Northwest. For an overview of oil rushes in the
Southwest, readers will want to consult Early
Oklahoma Oil· A Photographic History, 1859-1936
(College Station: Texas A & M University
Press, 1981. 245 pp., $27.95) by Kenny A.
Franks, Paul F. Lambert, and Carl N. Tyson.
Hundreds of photographs, many never before published, portray the oil tycoons, the

hard-working oil-field folk, the gushers and
fires, and the tumultuous boom towns of the
Mid-Continent region. The story of one oilworker, this time in California's San Joaquin
Valley, comes alive in William Rintoul's
Roustabout (Big Timber, Montana: Seven Buffaloes Press [P.O . Box 249, 59100], 1980.
105 pp. , paper, $4.35). There's little historical perspective here, few new economic facts,
and no illustrations, but for human interest
and personal drama, Rintoul's stories will be
hard to beat.
The absence of good books on many of
our major western cities has been overcome
through an innovative project initiated by
the Continental Heritage Press (P.O. Box
1620, Tulsa, Oklahoma, 74101]. Working
with local chambers of commerce and businesses which buy space in which to highlight
their corporate histories, Continental Heritage has commissioned leading authors and
photo editors to put together large-format
histories of many of the major cities of the
West. A full review of the volume on Los
Angeles appears elsewhere in this issue, and
one on San Diego is in preparation. In addition, Thomas J. Noel has authored the volume on D enver (255 pp., $24.95), Edwin A
Beilharz and Donald 0. DeMers, Jr., have
written of San jose: California's First City (223
pp., $24.95), and Caleb Pirtle III has chronicled Fort Worth: The Civilized West (240 pp. ,
$24.95).
.

WESTERN WRITERS- PAST, PRESENT, & FUTURE
Everyone seriously interested in Western
fiction can benefit immensely from the continuing series of pamphlets in the Western
Writers series issued by Boise State University. Of special interest are studies of john
Muir (by Thomas]. Lyon), Wallace Stegner (by
Merrill and Lorene Lewis), Bret Harte (by Patrick Morrow), N Scott Momaday (by Martha
Scott Temble), Robinson jeffers (by Robert J.
Brophy), Edward F. Ricketts (by Richard
Astro), Gertrude Atherton (by Charlotte S.
McClure), and Gary Snyder (by Bert Almon).
Each sells for $2.00.
A pair of recent novels focus on the colorful history of the Pacific Northwest. In Burn-
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ing Water (New York: Beaufort Books [9 East
40 Street, 10016], 1980. 258 pp., $12.95),
George Bowering examines the fictional relationship between explorer George Vancouver and his crew, a devilish Spanish captain, and a hated Scottish doctor. The Life of
John Gilchrist Swan, a pioneer in the SeattleBritish Columbia area provides the backdrop
for Ivan Doig's Winter Brothers: A Season at the
Edge of America (New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1980. 246 pp., $10.95) which
unites excerpts from Swan's diaries and
Doig's own musings about the frontier and
the joys of wilderness life.
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